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1
Introduction
Among young adults in the United States, employment and educational outcomes (such as wages, weeks worked, enrollment in college,
and educational attainment) are lower for minorities, and especially for
African Americans, than for whites. These gaps have been persistent
over time and in some cases are expanding. Among young black men,
employment outcomes are growing worse, falling behind even those of
young black women. High rates of crime and incarceration, and high
levels of teen pregnancy and unmarried parenthood, persist as well.
Why does a continuing gap exist between minority young adults—
especially black young adults—and their white counterparts, and why
are some gaps actually widening over time? One possibility involves
the increasing number of youth who have grown up in single-parent
households. The proportion of young blacks growing up in femaleheaded households increased dramatically in the 1970s and 1980s; this,
in turn, might help explain why black male youth and young adults
today have experienced worsening employment outcomes, rising incarceration, and increasing single parenthood.
In this monograph, we examine the effects of household structure
on young adults and how these effects might have contributed to some
of the negative trends we have observed for minorities (and especially
blacks) over time. We do not examine the causes of growing single
parenthood, especially in the black community. These causes likely include the many other causes of deteriorating employment outcomes and
high incarceration rates of less-educated men in general, and black men
in particular, as well as other factors (including many changes in social
norms, attitudes, and behaviors) that all limit young black males’ potential and their attractiveness as marriage partners. Understanding these
causes is crucial to developing any policy response that might attempt
to affect patterns of household formation. Still, for the purposes of this
study, we take the trends in household structure as a given and try to
better understand the effects of household structure on young people
growing up in these households.

1
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While a large literature examines the effects of single parenthood
on children, it generally does not focus on different effects of singleparent households by youth race and gender, nor does it tend to focus on
the extent to which different trends in education, employment, unmarried childbearing, and crime across these groups might be attributable
to changes in household structure. The existing studies are also largely
based on data sources from the 1970s and 1980s rather than on more
recent data.
In addition to examining links between household structure and
outcomes, we hope to better understand the mechanisms or pathways
through which growing up in a single-parent household might affect
youth outcomes, and what other related factors might either reinforce
or counteract these effects. For instance, the children of single mothers might be hurt by a loss of family income, a reduction in parental
supervision or contact time, a lack of productive male role modeling,
and other kinds of stress and instability associated with single-parent
families. Because of their lower income, children in single-parent families are also more likely to live in poorer neighborhoods and attend
lower-quality schools.
On the other hand, perhaps the negative effects of single parenthood can be offset to some extent by better income supports, enrichment activities in childhood, access to safer neighborhoods, more effective parenting practices on the part of the custodial parent, or by
positive involvement by the absent father or other family members. We
explore the extent to which some of these offsets are found in minority
and especially African American families, and whether they positively
influence both young males and young females in those families.
We use the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY), and
particularly data from the 1997 cohort, to address these questions. This
survey collects a rich array of information about sample members, including educational, employment, crime, and fertility outcomes, the
structure of households, and characteristics and behaviors of the youths’
parents. Furthermore, the survey collects information about a wide variety of youths’ attitudes and engagement in risky behaviors, as well as
characteristics of their schools and neighborhoods.
Using the 1979 and 1997 cohorts of the NLSY, we first document
changes over time in outcomes related to education, employment, and
risky behaviors. We show summary data on additional outcomes avail-

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 2

4/15/2009 10:51:33 AM

Introduction 3

able in the NLSY97 and estimate regressions for select employment
and educational outcomes.
Next, we focus on data from the 1997 cohort and examine a wider
range of outcomes—including marriage, fertility, and incarceration—
and compute the extent to which differences in outcomes across racial
groups can be accounted for by differences in the household structures
under which children grew up, as well as differences in family income.
In addition to ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions, we estimate
individual and sibling fixed-effects models to explore whether effects
of household structure are likely causal.
Then we examine mediating variables through which single parenthood might affect youth outcomes, including parenting behaviors and
reduced supervision time or parental contact with youth. Other factors
that might be correlated with single parenthood—such as less stimulating home environments and less stable or secure neighborhoods in
which young people reside—are considered here as well. Finally, we
sum up our findings and consider their broad implications for policy.
We find that young people growing up in single-parent families face
a combination of additional challenges that they must overcome in order to succeed. In addition to lower family incomes, they grow up in
families with younger and less-educated mothers, in less stimulating
environments, and in less secure neighborhoods. Some of these factors
are likely caused, as least to some extent, by the single parenthood of
their mothers; others are not. It is as if these young people must swim
against the tide, facing fewer opportunities and many more challenges
than do most young people in two-parent families in order to attain
educational and employment success.
In this chapter we review previous literature on educational and employment outcomes among white and minority youth, and on household
structure and its effects on outcomes. We describe our data and empirical methods in greater detail, summarize our main findings, and, finally,
outline the remainder of the book.

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 3

4/15/2009 10:51:33 AM

4 Hill, Holzer, and Chen

PRIOR RESEARCH
Race/Gender Gaps in Outcomes: Education, Employment,
and More
A wide variety of literature documents the continuing gaps in employment between minorities—especially African Americans—and
whites, and within racial groups by gender. For example, employment
rates among young, less-educated minority women—particularly African American single mothers—improved dramatically during the
1990s. These improvements are frequently attributed to the combination of a very strong economy, welfare reform, and increases in work
supports for low-income parents, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit
and child care subsidies (Blank 2002).
In contrast, employment rates among less-educated young white
and Hispanic men declined somewhat in the 1980s and stabilized in
the 1990s, while those of young black men continued to decline fairly
sharply throughout this period. A relatively large literature has explored
the causes of reduced employment among young black men, especially
in the 1980s. This literature has focused on the labor market changes during that time that eliminated well-paying jobs for less-educated
men, as well as a number of factors that affected blacks more directly
than others.1 In the 1990s, high rates of incarceration and more vigorous child support enforcement seem to have further depressed the labor
market activity of this group (Holzer, Offner, and Sorensen 2005).
But why have these changes affected young black men so much
more than young black women or Hispanics? Employers seem much
more wary of hiring young black men than individuals from these other
groups when the jobs available do not require high levels of skill; thus
employers continue to discriminate in their hiring practices (Holzer
1996; Kirschenman and Neckerman 1991; Pager 2003).2 But why these
factors might have worsened over time for young black men remains
unclear.
Changes in labor markets during the past two decades have raised
the rewards associated with educational attainment and cognitive skills
(Katz and Autor 1999), and differences in education and test scores account for large portions of the earnings gap between young whites and
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blacks.3 The rate of high school completion nationally among young
blacks has apparently become comparable to that of young whites,
controlling for family background (Hauser 1997), but at least some of
this seems to be accounted for by General Educational Development
(GED) degrees, which are of lower economic value, rather than high
school diplomas.4 Administrative data from school districts also suggest much lower rates of high school completion than do self-report
surveys, though some controversy remains over which is more accurate (Mishel and Roy 2006; Swanson 2004). Also, certain low-income
neighborhoods in major urban areas continue to have very high dropout
rates among young blacks (Orfield 2004). Rates of college attendance
and completion are lower for blacks relative to whites, perhaps because
of rising college costs and other factors (Ellwood and Kane 2000). Furthermore, educational attainment among young Hispanics is considerably lower than that of young whites, partly because of the presence of
immigrants among the former group.
In addition, a major gender gap in college enrollments favoring
women over men has developed among all ethnic groups, but especially
among young minorities (Jacob 2002; Offner 2002). And test score
gaps between young whites and minorities (despite some gains among
the latter in the 1980s) remain quite large and are not well understood
(Jencks and Phillips 1998). These gaps tend to appear quite early in life
(Fryer and Levitt 2004)—mostly before children enter kindergarten—
then widen in the first few years of school before stabilizing.
Other racial differences in social outcomes remain puzzling as well.
Why do so many more young black men participate in crime and become incarcerated than do young people in any other race or gender
group? Freeman (1996) and Grogger (1997), among others, suggest that
declining wages and employment opportunities in the above-ground
economy help account for the decisions of less-educated young men to
engage in crime, though the sharp differences in criminal participation
by race and gender may not be fully attributable to this fact alone.
Similarly, the decline in marriage rates and the rise in out-ofwedlock births among young blacks (and some Hispanics, such as
Puerto Ricans) have been noteworthy. Indeed, the rise in female headship has been much steeper in black families than for other racial
groups (McLanahan and Casper 1995), and it appears at least partly
attributable to the declining employment and rising incarceration rates
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observed among young men (Blau, Kahn, and Waldfogel 2000; Lichter
et al. 1992; Moffitt 2001; Wilson 1987), all of which tend to reduce
their marriageability.5
Effects of Female Headship of Families: Blacks and Others
Has the fact that so many more young black men were growing
up in lower-income female-headed families over the past few decades
contributed to the greater decline in their employment and educational
prospects relative to virtually every other group?
The research evidence to date strongly suggests that growing up in
female-headed families appears to be harmful to youth outcomes such
as graduating from high school, gaining employment, and avoiding teen
pregnancy (Amato 2005; Haveman and Wolfe 1995; Hoffman, Foster,
and Furstenberg 1993; Maynard 1996; McLanahan 1997; McLanahan
and Sandefur 1994). Complementary findings suggest that growing up
in families with married parents has positive effects on youth (Thomas
and Sawhill 2002; Waite and Gallagher 2000). These findings have inspired a set of federally funded projects designed to explore the impacts
of healthy marriage promotion (Lerman 2002).
Are the effects of female headship for youth and young adults more
deleterious for blacks than for whites or Hispanics, or for black males
than for black females? The effects of female headship on young black
males might be more negative if, for example, their behaviors are more
negatively affected by a lack of parental supervision, or if their attitudes
and relationships are hurt by a lack of positive adult male role models
and mentorship in their lives.
But little of the earlier evidence on the topic suggests that this is the
case (Haurin 1992; Lee et al. 1994; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994),
though much of this work is based on data from the 1970s and 1980s.
In recent research, Page and Stevens (2005) find more negative effects
of divorce on young blacks than whites, at least partly because of lower
rates of remarriage among the former set of families. Dunifon and
Kowaleski-Jones (2002) find fewer negative effects of single parenthood
on young blacks than whites but more negative effects of cohabitation.
But even if the estimated impacts of female headship across race and
gender groups are comparable, the much greater frequency of singleparenthood in the African American community might help account for
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some of the less positive outcomes and trends observed among blacks
in the 1980s and 1990s, especially among younger males.
Of course, the impacts of single parenthood—and the duration of
time in which families find themselves in this status—might depend
importantly on the extent to which the parents in these families are divorced or never married. The presence of a second parent might affect
children quite differently, depending on whether the second parent is a
biological or a stepparent (Acs and Nelson 2003; Lansford et al. 2001).
Also, the traditional categories of being married, separated or divorced,
or remarried to a stepparent may be less relevant for many low-income
minority families than cohabitation: over time, single mothers seem to
cohabit with one or more biological fathers of their children, and with
varying frequency or duration.6
Are the Effects of Household Structure Causal?
In all of this literature, questions have been raised about whether
these studies identify true causal effects of household structure. Estimates of the negative impacts of teen pregnancy or single parenthood
and of the positive effects of marriage on both parents and children that
are based on ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions may be overstated
because they do not control for a set of unobserved characteristics of
these parents and families that are correlated with single parenthood but
not caused by it.
For instance, Geronimus and Korenman (1993) use comparisons
across female siblings to argue that the negative effects of teen parenthood are mostly due to unobserved factors, such as the poorer family
backgrounds of these young mothers. Rosenzweig and Wolpin (1993)
incorporate comparisons across cousins as well as siblings, and also find
smaller negative effects on the teen mothers and their children. Hotz,
McElroy, and Sanders (1996) look at pregnant teens who successfully
gave birth and compare their educational and employment outcomes to
those who miscarried; they generally find smaller negative effects as
well. Using sibling fixed-effects models (which control for unobservable family characteristics) with data from the NLSY79, Sandefur and
Wells (1999) find that not living in a two-parent family was associated
with fewer years of education completed, suggesting a causal effect of
structure on educational attainment (though the magnitudes of effects
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are modest). And Bronars and Grogger (1994), comparing mothers of
single children versus twins, suggest that some of the observed negative
effects on the education and incomes of unwed mothers are causal and
have long-term effects on black families.7
The above studies mostly focus on the teen or unwed mothers themselves, rather than on the longer-term effects on children or youth of
growing up in a single-parent family. But Joyce, Kaestner, and Korenman (2000) and Korenman, Kaestner, and Joyce (2001) compare intentional versus unintentional pregnancies, among other “natural experiments,” to infer the effects of unwed parenthood on outcomes of
children in these families.8 Though these researchers found that unwed
pregnant women smoke more and unwed mothers breast-feed less frequently, few other negative impacts on children’s test scores or behavior
were observed. Similarly, Lang and Zagorsky (2001) use parental death
as an instrumental variable for parental absence and find relatively few
negative effects on child outcomes.
On the other hand, Gruber (2000) finds more negative effects on
child outcomes from laws making it easier for parents to divorce.9 Various studies using individual fixed effects (or “before-after” comparisons
for the same individuals) to analyze the impacts of divorce on children
frequently find negative effects (Morrison and Cherlin 1995; Page and
Stevens 2005; Painter and Levine 2000). Ananat and Michaels (2008)
use an instrumental variable strategy (with the gender of the first child
as the instrument) and find strongly positive causal effects of divorce
on child poverty as well, though Bedard and Deschênes (2005) find the
opposite with regards to mean income.10 But individual fixed effects
will be of less value to the study of never-married mothers and their
children, as single parenthood is often a permanent characteristic of
these families.
While these studies raise important questions about potential biases
in OLS estimates, we do not believe they have settled the issue. For
instance, sibling studies have generally been based on small samples.
Other studies use instrumental variables that may have limited applicability to the issue of children whose parents never married (such as
the Lang-Zagorsky measure of parental death), or that may be of low
quality (in terms of first-stage predictive power or true exogeneity). All
of these problems could lead to potential understatement of the size or
significance of the effects of growing up in a single-parent family.11
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And, with a few exceptions (Dunifon and Kowaleski-Jones 2002; Page
and Stevens 2005), the above studies do not tend to focus on differences
in effects by race or gender.
Causal Pathways for Household Structure Effects
To the extent that growing up in a single-parent household has had
negative effects on young blacks in recent years, why do these occur?
What are the mediating variables through which these effects operate?
Many scholars have noted that family incomes are reduced in singleparent families relative to two-parent families since the former have
only one earner; and lower family incomes clearly affect the schooling and behavioral success of children growing up in these families
(Duncan 2005). However, Mayer (1997) makes the case that other factors (such as parental attitudes and behaviors) that are heavily correlated with low incomes might actually be more important direct sources
of problems for children growing up in poor families. In addition, the
time constraints of single working parents might make it more difficult
for them to interact with their children or to supervise their children’s
behavior and use of time. Financial and emotional stress on the mothers
might lead to poor parenting (Kalil et al. 1998), in terms of the mothers
meting out harsher punishments and getting into more conflicts with
their children (Carlson and McLanahan 2002). Less orderly households
might also result from these stresses on parents, which might affect children and youth negatively as well (Dunifon, Duncan, and Brooks-Gunn
2001).
Instability in living arrangements and residential locations might
also contribute to poorer youth outcomes, as a stable environment
might be necessary for children to develop healthy relationships and to
maintain routines of productive activity (such as homework). The lower
incomes and instability of single-parent families might result in less
intellectually stimulating environments for children (Bradley, Caldwell,
and Rock 1988) or residence in less secure neighborhoods. In addition,
some of these factors might affect minority families more strongly than
whites, and males in these families more severely than females—especially given the absence of positive male role models and authority
figures in these families.12
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In one well-known attempt to disentangle the negative impacts of
single parenthood into these competing sources, McLanahan and Sandefur (1994) consider family income as well as “parenting variables”
(such as regularity of contact with the absent father, parental assistance
with homework or reading, degree of supervision and regulation of behavior, strictness of discipline, and positive aspirations) that are likely
to be at least somewhat correlated with single parenthood (because of a
single parent’s limited time and greater stress). They also consider the
frequency of residential mobility (as a measure of instability in family
life that is higher for single-parent families) and quality of peers and
schools. They find that lower income accounted for roughly half of the
poorer outcomes of youth observed in these families. Many of the parenting and mobility variables also contribute to worse youth outcomes,
though major racial and gender differences in these impacts were not
found.
In an analysis of parents and youth in lower-income neighborhoods
in Philadelphia, Furstenberg et al. (1999) focus on a similar set of parenting behaviors as well as various school and neighborhood factors
as determinants of youth outcomes. Using an analytical framework
that stresses the importance of youth development in the context of
the family’s school and community environment (Eccles et al. 1993;
Sameroff, Seifer, and Bartko 1997), Furstenberg et al. note that even
single parents in lower-income neighborhoods can encourage success
among youth by “managing risk and opportunity,” through either “promotive” or “preventive” strategies (or both). The promotive strategies
include developing trust and healthy communication between parents
and children, encouraging greater youth autonomy and participation in
decision-making at home, and encouraging youth involvement in a variety of school and community organizations that might strengthen their
cognitive, social, and psychological skills. In contrast, the preventive
strategies entail more restrictions on youth activity out of the home,
more supervision, and stronger punishments for violations of the rules.
The authors find that minority single parents and those in poorer
neighborhoods have fewer resources (of time, money, and information)
with which to pursue the promotive strategies, and therefore tend to fall
back on preventive measures to a greater extent. They find that both
sets of strategies can generate some successful outcomes among youth,
but that differences in these approaches can also account for some of
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the variations in outcomes observed between single- and two-parent
families, and between whites and minorities.
The study by Furstenberg and his colleagues focuses not only on
mediating factors through which single parenthood affects outcomes,
but also on a range of parental behaviors that can either offset or reinforce whatever disadvantages single-parent families have in income
levels and quality of school or neighborhood. The extent to which their
findings can be replicated in broader nationwide data, covering a much
wider range of youth outcomes in school and in the labor market, needs
to be examined.
The special developmental needs of young black males, and the
kinds of mentoring and education/training programs that address these
needs, have also received some attention (e.g., Mincy 1994). Clayton,
Mincy, and Blankenhorn (2003) have also recently focused on fatherhood among black men and have considered how more positive parenting can be encouraged both within marriage and among black noncustodial fathers.13 But the extent to which specific parenting behaviors
among noncustodial black fathers are associated with improved educational and employment outcomes among their sons and daughters has
not been explored systematically.
Preliminary Studies Using the NLSY97
The potential usefulness of the NLSY97 in addressing these many
questions is discussed below. But some new evidence on this topic, and
the richness of the data on youth and their families (even relative to the
earlier 1979 cohort of the NLSY and other data sets), was highlighted in
a volume of papers (Michael 2001) and in a special issue of the Journal
of Human Resources (JHR 2001). Using the NLSY97, the papers in
those volumes provide an early snapshot of young people aged 12–16,
and of the important influences of family background and environment
on their own attitudes and behaviors. In particular, Pierret (2001) found
strong effects of family structure on grades, tendency to use alcohol and
drugs, and participation in crime; Moore (2001) found similar effects
on adolescent sexual behavior, and Tepper (2001) found major effects
of parental regulations on adolescent use of time. At that point, though,
few data were available in the NLSY97 that allowed a study of the
determinants of educational and employment outcomes (instead of just
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youths’ expectations of these outcomes), as well as marriage, fertility,
crime, and other outcomes.
Summary
A lengthy literature strongly suggests that single parenthood has
negative consequences for the educational, employment, and behavioral outcomes of young people growing up in these households. But
many important questions remain unanswered. In particular, we still
know relatively little about the extent to which growing single parenthood among minorities, and especially among blacks, can help account
for poor educational, employment, marital, pregnancy, and crime outcomes among young adults—and even among black males relative to
black females. The extent to which previous estimates of the impacts
of household structure on young adult educational and employment
outcomes are causal remains uncertain, as are the exact mechanisms
through which household structure might have its effects. Generating
answers to these questions can provide insight into developing appropriate policies to help young minorities improve their educational and
employment outcomes in the future.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
In this monograph, we address the following questions:
1) What are the trends over time in employment, education, single parenthood, and participation in risky behaviors for young
adults, overall and separately by race and gender?
2) What are the effects of growing up in a single-parent home on
outcomes related to education, employment, unmarried parenthood, and incarceration for young adults overall, as well as
separately for young black men and young black women? Has
the growth of single parenthood, especially female headship in
black families, contributed to growing gaps in education and
employment for black male youth and young adults relative
to other males, and to gaps between black males and black
females?
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3) Are the observed effects of growing up in a single-parent home
causal, or do the effects reflect other factors that are correlated
both with growing up in a single-parent home and with youngadult outcomes?
4) To the extent that growing up in a single-parent home affects
youth and young-adult outcomes, why does it do so? Do its effects work primarily through reduced income or through other
parenting behaviors and instability? To what extent does it
work through quality of the home and neighborhood environment (which may or may not be causally related to single parenthood per se)? Do these patterns vary by race and gender?

DATA AND METHODS
To answer these questions, we analyze data from the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY). We focus on the 1997 cohort
(NLSY97), a nationally representative sample of about 9,000 youths
who were ages 12 to 16 at the end of December 1996. Our analysis
uses the first eight panels of data, allowing us to observe this cohort in
early adulthood (ages 20 to 24). To provide a comparative perspective
over time on our research questions, we also use an earlier cohort, the
NLSY79, a panel survey that has followed more than 12,000 young
men and women who were 14 to 21 years old at the end of 1978.
Using the extensive data available in the NLSY, we estimate the effects of growing up in a single-parent home on a wide variety of youngadult outcomes, separately by race and gender. Although we focus on
the NLSY97 cohort, we generate estimates of outcomes using both the
1979 and 1997 cohorts to document changes over time for different
race-gender groups.
Our goal is to examine a wide variety of outcomes of youth and
young adults that might be affected by growing up with single parents.
As Acs (2006) notes, the range of outcomes potentially affected might
be grouped into three categories: cognitive, school-based, and behavioral.14 All of these outcomes might ultimately affect other measures of
individual success, especially earnings and employment.
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The NLSY97 contains a wealth of information for measuring the
outcomes and explanatory measures in our study. As an overview,
these data provide detailed evidence on youths’ behaviors and attitudes
with regard to education, employment, marriage, fertility, sexual activity, criminal activity, and risky behaviors (e.g., the use of alcohol or
drugs).15 The survey also includes extensive information on the youths’
living situations and parental characteristics, including education, income, marital status, attitudes, and rule-setting behaviors (from the survey of a parent or parental figure in the first round of the survey, as well
as from the youth respondent).
With regard to educational outcomes of interest, the survey contains
information on enrollment status, level of schooling completed, grade
point averages, and scores on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude
Battery (ASVAB).
With regard to employment outcomes of interest, information
is available about all spells of employment (as an employee, a selfemployed worker, or a freelancer) since the age of 12, and about the
wages and other characteristics of each job.
With regard to marriage, sexual behavior, and fertility, the survey
collects information on the dates of all sample members’ cohabiting relationships, marriages, and disruptions or dissolution of these relationships, and on the number of pregnancies, live, and nonlive births.
Finally, with regard to criminal outcomes and other risky behaviors,
the survey collects self-reported information on arrests and convictions
for various crimes, as well as use of alcohol, cigarettes, and drugs. It
can also gauge incarceration based on whether the interview in any particular year took place in a jail or prison facility.
The NLSY97 contains an equally rich supply of explanatory variables for these outcomes. In addition to key measures of race, ethnicity, and gender for each sample member, a strength of the data set is
the availability of measures of family structure—our primary explanatory variable of interest—for the youth. We can distinguish whether
the sample member was in a household with both biological parents, a
single-parent household, or another type of family structure.
The survey contains extensive detail about other characteristics of
the youths’ parents, families, households, and nonresident relatives.
These characteristics, which include parents’ age, education, employment, and income, constitute a core set of explanatory control variables
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in our statistical models. Other measures of parental attitudes and behaviors, and of household characteristics, are included as mediators of
the effects of household structure, or as reinforcing or offsetting factors
of growing up in a single-parent household. Such information on parental child rearing actions and attitudes is gleaned through questions to
the parent respondent in the survey’s first round, as well as to the youth
respondent in the first and subsequent rounds.16
The NLSY97 survey design restricted the sample universe for selected survey questions, and we use some of these questions in our
analysis. For example, some questions about parenting behaviors and
relationships were only asked of youth who were 12 to 14 years old at
the end of December 1996. This sample restriction should not limit the
analysis in a meaningful way. As a whole, the NLSY97 contains rich
detail on youth outcomes, youth characteristics, family structure and
other characteristics, parental characteristics, and other aspects of the
youth’s environment for analyzing the research question of how family
structure influences a range of youth and young adult outcomes.
As for the empirical work and methods we will use, we first document trends in education, employment, and other behavioral outcomes
by race and gender over the period of the 1980s and 1990s, using data
from the two NLSY cohorts. We will especially highlight continuing
gaps in outcomes by race and gender that appear in the most recent
NLSY data.
Then, using the NLSY97 data, we present estimates from reducedform equations for outcomes of interest related to education, employment, unwed parenthood, and incarceration. We focus on the effects
of household structure (measured at age 12) on these outcomes, controlling for a number of sample member and maternal characteristics.
These equations are estimated without and then with controls for family
income, as this is one of the clearest mechanisms through which single
parenthood might affect observed outcomes for youth.
To deal with issues of causality and unobserved personal characteristics, we estimate both individual and sibling fixed-effects models, in
which the former focus on changes over time in individual circumstances
while the latter focus on differences across sibling pairs. These methods
use smaller samples, limiting our ability to produce separate estimates
by youth race and gender.17 Still, these models may produce something
closer to causal estimates of the effects of household structure.
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We next explore how effects of household structure are mediated
through household and parental characteristics and behaviors. Following McLanahan and Sandefur (1994), Furstenberg et al. (1999), and
others, we add a set of variables that may be correlated with household
structure. Such measures include the degree to which the home environment provides an “enriching environment” (defined as the home usually having a computer, usually having a dictionary, and whether the
youth take extra classes or lessons such as dance or music) or the quality of the neighborhood in which the youth and his or her family live.
We will also consider measures of parenting styles and quality (such
as parental knowledge of whom these young people spend time with
when not at home) or household stability and routine as other potential
mechanisms. Our goal in estimating these equations is to explore some
of the mediating factors that prior research has identified as potentially
important in accounting for the observed effects of household structure
on youth outcomes, or that might tend to offset or exacerbate those effects in various situations.

OUTLINE OF THE REMAINDER OF THE VOLUME
In Chapter 2, we document changes in both employment and educational outcomes between the 1979 and 1997 cohorts of the NLSY,
with a particular emphasis on how these trends differ across race and
gender groups. We also present summary data on engagement in risky
behaviors from both cohorts, but especially from the 1997 cohort. The
chapter concludes with results from a set of estimated recursive equations in which educational outcomes (in particular, dropping out of high
school) are related to a range of personal and behavioral characteristics, all of which are then used to explain employment outcomes for
NLSY97 sample members in 2004–2005.
In Chapter 3, we begin our exploration of the effects of household
structure on youth outcomes, using the NLSY97 data only. We document the differences in household structure that exist across race and
gender groups. We also consider associations between household structure, personal characteristics (such as maternal education), and family
income. We then present results from estimated reduced-form equa-
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tions in which the outcomes are estimated as functions of the household
structure of young people at age 12.
These estimates are provided for the entire sample, separately for
blacks, and further separately for black males and black females. The
equations for the entire sample are used to estimate the extent to which
differences in household structure across race and gender groups can
account for differences in employment, educational, and behavioral
outcomes across these groups. The separate equations for blacks and
for black males and females enable us to estimate how household structure might affect outcomes differently within these groups, and how it
might help account for group-specific trends over time.18 In all three
cases, we also estimate equations without and with controls for family income, to see the extent to which estimated impacts of household
structure might work through family income. Finally, we present some
estimates from individual and sibling fixed-effects models, to explore
the extent to which our estimates are truly causal.
In Chapter 4, we analyze correlations between household structure
and a number of other household characteristics, such as the following
three:
1) Parenting style (e.g., whether parents are strict or supportive,
how closely they monitor their children and are involved with
them, and how structured family activities are),
2) The richness of the home environment, including the presence
of computers or dictionaries and participation in various extracurricular activities,
3) The quality of the neighborhood, as measured either by the
survey respondent or by the surveyor.
We estimate reduced-form equations for employment, educational,
and behavioral outcomes as functions of household structure as well
as of these additional variables, to infer the extent to which the latter
can help either to account for estimated effects of the former or to reinforce or offset these effects. These are also estimated for the sample as
a whole and separately by race and gender.
In Chapter 5, we review our findings and consider their implications
for policy and for further research.
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OUR BASIC FINDINGS
The analyses in subsequent chapters find the following:
• Most young adults show positive trends in educational attainment
and employment over time, but a gap remains between young
blacks and Hispanics on the one hand and young whites on the
other for both sets of outcomes. Young blacks also have children
while unmarried and become incarcerated much more frequently
than white or Hispanic youth. Within each racial group, progress
has been greater for women than for men, and postsecondary
school enrollments are now greater for women than for men in
each racial group. Young black men, in particular, show the least
improvement in almost all outcomes. Among black high school
dropouts, the low rates of employment activity and high engagement in crime and other risky behaviors are pronounced.
• About half of young people today grow up in households without
both biological parents, while about 80 percent of young blacks
do so. Growing up without both biological parents appears to
have modestly negative impacts on employment outcomes of
young adults and more pronounced negative impacts on educational attainment, unmarried parenthood, and incarceration. The
greater incidence of living with a single mother among blacks
accounts for substantial portions of the racial differences among
young adults in some outcomes, especially educational attainment, and also helps to account for a relative lack of progress
(or even some deterioration) over time in these outcomes. The
employment and incarceration outcomes of young black men are
particularly strongly affected by growing up with a single mother.
The lower family incomes of single-parent families—especially
those headed by never-married mothers—account for some but
not all of these impacts. And there is some evidence (from fixedeffects models) that these estimated negative effects of growing
up with a single parent are at least partly causal.
• The negative effects of growing up in families without both parents are often compounded by the fact that these households tend
to provide less enrichment to children and frequently are located
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in dangerous neighborhoods. Parenting behaviors are also related
to household structure. Some of the parenting behaviors are likely
caused, at least to some extent, by single parenthood. However,
the human capital and neighborhood variables are more likely to
be additional determinants of outcomes that happen to be correlated with structure, though the low family incomes and instability to which single parenthood contributes probably reinforce the
observed gaps in these variables. Either way, these three sets of
additional variables have jointly significant effects on most of the
observed youth outcomes and can account for some substantial
parts of the observed effects of household structure on these outcomes.
In short, youth and especially young minorities who grow up in
single-parent families face a range of difficulties and disadvantages in
terms of achieving academic or labor market success and staying out of
trouble. Some of these difficulties appear to be caused by the singleness
of their parents and some not. But in any case, they are truly swimming
against the tide as they mature into young adulthood and beyond, in that
they have less opportunity to succeed than their counterparts because of
a variety of disadvantages that they experience.
At the same time, our findings illuminate a variety of personal
and family characteristics that might be used to offset disadvantages
and promote positive outcomes for young people, especially those in
low-income and single-parent families. Sensible policies might seek to
promote a variety of circumstances, including healthy marriages, more
positive noncustodial fatherhood, higher incomes for working single
parents, better schooling or employment options and safer neighborhoods for poor youth, and better child care and parenting among single
parents. All of these would promote opportunity and success among
otherwise disadvantaged youth. These broad approaches are explored
in the book’s concluding chapter.
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Notes
1. The relative wages of less-educated young men were also declining during much
of this period, implying that reduced work incentives were at least part of the
reason for their diminishing work effort (Juhn 1992). Decreasing availability of
blue-collar and manufacturing jobs, rising skill demands, rising competition from
immigrants and women, “spatial mismatch” problems, and persistent discrimination have also likely contributed to the difficulties of young black men (Holzer
2000).
2. Ethnographic work suggests that employers perceive a stronger work ethic among
Hispanics, especially immigrants; while they perceive more negative attitudes
among young blacks and especially males (Wilson 1996). Fear of crime and violence, especially from those with criminal records, also appears to contribute to
the problem. There is some evidence that employers who do not conduct formal
criminal background checks engage in broad statistical discrimination against
young black men as they seek to avoid hiring exoffenders (Holzer, Offner, and
Sorensen 2005).
3. Johnson and Neal (1998) show that most of the black-white wage gap, but much
less of the employment gap, disappears after controlling for racial differences in
years of education and test scores. This evidence has been disputed by some authors (e.g., Rodgers and Spriggs 1996).
4. Educational attainment as measured in the Current Population Survey (CPS) does
not carefully distinguish between GEDs and regular high school diplomas. For
evidence on the weaker value of GEDs in the labor market, see Cameron and
Heckman (1993).
5. See Ellwood and Jencks (2004) for a discussion about similarities and differences
in trends in marriage and childbearing between more- and less-educated women
over time. See also Edin and Kefalas (2005) for ethnographic evidence on the
importance of marriage for low-income young women, despite their feeling that
stable marriages might be unattainable, especially given the employment difficulties and unproductive behaviors that they perceive among the young men in their
lives.
6. A number of authors (e.g., Graefe and Lichter 1999; Manning, Smock, and
Majumdar 2004; Wu and Wolfe. 2001) have noted a growing trend towards cohabitation among unmarried parents in the United States, and that such unions
tend to be shorter and more unstable than traditional marriages. But the effects
of different patterns of cohabitation on youth outcomes, among both whites and
minorities, have only recently been explored (Acs and Nelson 2003; Brown 2002;
Dunifon and Kowaleski-Jones 2002; Manning and Lamb 2003).
7. Ashcraft and Lang (2006) discuss this literature and the potential upward and
downward biases in various estimates of these effects.
8. Korenman and his colleagues conduct a variety of tests, including a comparison
of siblings and cousins among children who were and were not born to single parents, the addition of controls for whether the pregnancy was intended or mistimed,
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9.
10.
11.

12.

13.

14.
15.

16.

17.
18.

and instrumental variables (IVs) for the availability of abortion services and child
support enforcement at the state level, as exogenous predictors of unwed births.
See also Stevenson and Wolfers (2007).
See also Stevenson and Wolfers (2007) for a more skeptical view of the causal
effects of marriage and household structure on these outcomes.
Sigle-Rushton and McLanahan (2004) review these studies and the very mixed
nature of their findings. Ashcraft and Lang (2006) discuss various reasons these
studies might generate downward biases in estimates of negative effects associated with teen or unmarried childbearing.
See Mincy (1994) for a set of papers that focus on young black males in fatherless
families. Lee et al. (1994) find stronger effects of absent mothers on their daughters but less evidence of stronger effects of absent fathers on sons.
In related literature, Garfinkel et al. (1998) looks at the role of child support payments by noncustodial fathers, and Holzer, Offner, and Sorensen (2005) examine
the effects of child support enforcement on employment of young black men.
Similarly, Carneiro and Heckman (2003) note the importance of both cognitive
and noncognitive “skills” on employment outcomes.
Hotz and Scholz (2001) describe reports that compare administrative and survey
data reports on employment and income (especially for low-income populations);
Kornfeld and Bloom (1999) examine the reliability (or lack of measurement error)
of self-reported measures of earnings and employment; Abe (2001) and references
therein discuss self-reports of antisocial behaviors, including comparisons across
the NLSY79 and ’97 cohorts, and differences by race and gender; and Laumann et
al. (1994) discuss issues of reliability in survey questions about sexual behavior.
The results of these studies are quite mixed but suggest that self-reported risky or
illegal behaviors may be quite seriously underreported, relative to self-reported
measures of employment or education.
A number of measures of family process and parenting style using such questions
have been constructed by Child Trends (an independent, nonpartisan research center), under contract with the U.S. Department of Labor. These variables are available in the public use file as “family process” variables, and a separate data file
appendix from Child Trends and the Center for Human Resource Research (1999)
assesses the data quality, internal consistency and reliability, construct validity,
and predictive validity.
We do not explore instrumental variable estimates because of our skepticism about
the usefulness of some of these models, as noted earlier in the chapter.
Throughout our work in this monograph, we will use Chow tests to examine the
statistical validity of pooling our estimates across race and gender groups as opposed to providing separate estimates for these groups.
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2
Outcomes for Young
Adults in Two Cohorts
This chapter presents descriptive information about employment,
education, and risky behaviors for young adults in the mid-1980s and
the mid-2000s. In particular, we examine three areas: 1) employment
outcomes of hourly wages, hours worked, and weeks worked; 2) educational outcomes of enrollment, degrees attained, high school test scores,
and high school grade point averages (GPAs); and 3) engagement in
risky behaviors of early substance use, childbearing while unmarried,
and illegal activities. Simple descriptive statistics on these outcomes
are presented for the full sample (separately by cohort) as well as by
race and gender within each cohort. These statistics make it possible
to examine differences across groups within a cohort, trends for a specific group across cohorts, and differences across groups across cohorts.
Later in the chapter, we report descriptive statistics for additional outcomes for the more recent cohort of young adults and present regression
estimates that show statistical relationships between their outcomes.
The chapter concludes with a summary of the trends in young adults’
outcomes over the past two decades.

SAMPLE
Our analysis in this chapter uses data from the 1979 and 1997 cohorts
of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY79 and NLSY97).
As we noted in Chapter 1, the NLSY79 is a nationally representative
survey of more than 12,000 youth ages 14 to 21 as of December 31,
1978; and the NLSY97 is a nationally representative survey of almost
9,000 youth ages 12 to 16 as of December 31, 1996. The NLSY79 cohort was surveyed annually until 1994 and biannually afterwards. The
NLSY97 cohort has been surveyed annually since 1997.

23
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For descriptive analyses in the first part of this chapter, we impose
three sample restrictions. First, to examine young adults of the same
ages across the two cohorts (in Tables 2.1, 2.2, and 2.4), we include only
young adults who were ages 22 to 24 at the time they were interviewed
in either 1987 (for the early [NLSY79] cohort) or 2004–2005 (Round
8 for the later [NLSY97] cohort). These were the youngest members of
the NLSY79 cohort (born primarily between 1962 and 1964) and the
oldest members of the NLSY97 cohort (born primarily between 1980
and 1982). While all of these sample members were 22 to 24 at the
time they were interviewed, the NLSY79 sample members were slightly older because the 1987 interviews were conducted mostly between
April and June, while the 2004–2005 interviews were conducted mostly
between November and January.1
We focus on the 1987 and 2004–2005 interviews because the 12
months prior to these dates represent similar points in the business cycle. While unemployment rates in late 1986–early 1987 were higher
than those in 2004 (about 7.1 versus 5.5 percent), labor market tightness
is comparable across the two years relative to most estimates of “full
employment” for those periods.2 The labor market was recovering from
a steep recession in the former period and from a more modest downturn in the latter one.
For the second sample restriction, we include only the largest racial/
ethnic subgroups: white non-Hispanics, black non-Hispanics, and Hispanics. For the third sample restriction (a relatively minor one) we exclude any persons who were still enrolled in high school and persons
who were enrolled in college for whom the type (two-year or four-year)
could not be reliably determined.3 Regression analyses presented in the
last part of the chapter (as well as sample means in Tables 2.3 and 2.5)
are based on samples that include all ages of white, black, and Hispanic
sample members from the NLSY97 only.
Another notable characteristic of the sample used in the analyses is
that we include sample members who were incarcerated at the time of
the survey.4 Incarcerated individuals account for about 2 percent (n = 69)
of our 22- to 24-year-old NLSY79 sample and 1.3 percent (n = 51) of
our NLSY97 sample, but nearly 6.5 percent (n = 29) of young black
men in the 1979 cohort and 6.2 percent (n = 33) of young black men in
the 1997 cohort. The Bureau of Justice Statistics reports that roughly 12
percent of young black men between the ages of 16 and 34 are now in-

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 24

4/15/2009 10:51:35 AM

Outcomes for Young Adults in Two Cohorts 25

carcerated at any one time, while about twice that number are on parole
or probation (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2007). Other analyses of this
population that do not include incarcerated individuals contribute to the
well-known undercount of young black men in census surveys (see,
for example, Bound 1986 and Stark 1999). Of course, labor market
outcomes of incarcerated individuals are predetermined, and including
these observations in an analysis may result in findings that are unrepresentative of those who truly have choices to make. Thus, in addition to
the estimates presented here, a full set of estimates that do not include
incarcerated individuals is available from the authors on request. While
the magnitudes of some results change, virtually no qualitative result is
changed by the inclusion or omission of incarcerated individuals from
the sample.

OUTCOME MEASURES
This chapter examines three categories of outcomes for young
adults: employment, education, and risky behaviors.
For employment outcomes, we examine hourly wages, hours
worked, and weeks worked. Wages are measured at the time of the survey or in the most recent job prior to the survey date.5 To achieve comparability across the two NLSY cohorts, the wage rate includes tips and
bonuses as well as regular wages. We adjust nominal wages for inflation
to 2005 dollars using the Consumer Price Index Research Series Using
Current Methods (CPI-U-RS), which is the Bureau of Labor Statistics’
most complete effort to measure inflation and eliminate upward biases
in the Consumer Price Index over time.6 Hours and weeks worked are
measured for the 52 weeks prior to the week of the interview.
For educational outcomes, we examine enrollment and educational
attainment. We measure these variables in November for each cohort
(1986 for the NLSY79 and 2004 for the NLSY97).7 First, we classify each respondent as either not enrolled or enrolled. If not enrolled,
we further classify the respondent by attainment: high school dropout
or GED,8 high school diploma, some college or associate’s degree, or
bachelor’s degree or higher. If enrolled, we further classify the respondent by type of school: two-year college (including vocational and
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technical school) or four-year college or university (including graduate
school).9 For the 1997 cohort, we also examine educational outcomes
of GPAs from high school transcripts as well as results from the Armed
Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB) tests.10
For risky behaviors and outcomes we examine measures from each
cohort of whether the sample member drank alcohol, smoked cigarettes,
or smoked marijuana before age 18; and whether she or he had a child
and was unmarried as of the survey date in 1987 or 2004–2005.11 For
the 1997 cohort only, we examine whether the sample member had ever
engaged in illegal activities, been arrested, or been incarcerated.12
The variables for drinking alcohol, smoking cigarettes, and smoking marijuana before age 18 were all created in a similar way in both the
NLSY79 and NLSY97: With information about the sample member’s
birth date, as well as self-reported information about the date at which
the respondent first drank alcohol (or smoked a cigarette or marijuana),
we created binary variables indicating whether the sample member had
engaged in each activity before his or her eighteenth birthday.
To measure whether the sample member was unmarried with a child
by the time of the interview in 1987 or 2004–2005, we used information from the fertility and relationship history taken in the 1987 round
of the NLSY79, and information about birth dates of sample members’
children in the NLSY97.
Engaging in illegal activity is measured with a series of selfreported responses indicating whether the sample member in the
NLSY97 had ever been engaged (prior to the latest survey date) in
relatively less serious or less violent activity (for example, had ever
damaged property or stolen something worth more than $50), as well
as relatively more serious or more violent activity (for example, had
ever attacked someone, carried a handgun, or been arrested). We also
measure whether the sample member had ever been incarcerated, using
information on the place of residence at the time of the survey in each
year as well as self-reports of incarceration. The tendency for selfreported crime and incarceration rates to understate actual rates may be
substantial, particularly for minorities (Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis
1981). For this reason, we have constructed an incarceration rate based
at least partly on information that is independent of potentially biased
self-reported information.
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LIMITATIONS
This chapter’s findings are characterized by limitations arising from
the time at which we observe young adults in the two cohorts, and from
their self-reports of risky behaviors and crime. First, the periods during
which we observe the two NLSY cohorts are not ideal for the purpose
of comparing behaviors and outcomes across time. As noted, to compare young adults of the same ages at similar points in a business cycle,
we examine outcomes in 1986–1987 and 2004–2005. Yet real wages
of less-educated workers stagnated or declined over the period 1973–
1995, then rose thereafter. Thus, the time frame we examine combines
a period of modestly declining real wages with a period of significantly
rising real wages, masking the actual trend in earnings. Another timing
issue, noted earlier, is that interviews were conducted primarily from
April to June in 1987 and from November to January in 2004–2005.
Ideally, these survey months would be identical (or more similar) across
the survey cohorts and years.
Sample members’ self-reports of risky and criminal behaviors constitute a second limitation of the analyses. Self-reports, especially of
risky behaviors or crime, may be underreported because of the stigma
associated with these actions. Self-reports of criminal activity may
be differentially underreported among blacks (Abe 2001; Hindelang,
Hirschi, and Weis 1981; Viscusi 1986). It may be, however, that the
stigma associated with these behaviors has fallen over time; we are not
aware of more recent research investigating this issue. Furthermore, the
dichotomous measure we use (whether the sample member engaged
in a particular activity) is a less precise measure of the activity than
a frequency measure would be. All in all, these measurement issues
likely bias the estimated relationships in our regressions towards zero
or insignificant results.13 Our measure of incarceration, however, is less
likely to suffer from measurement error because it is based on both selfreports and place of residence at the time of the survey.
In part because of these limitations, our regression estimates should
not be interpreted as showing causal effects. However, as most of the
biases noted above should not be more severe in one cohort or another
or in any particular race or gender group, these biases should not af-
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fect the inferences we draw regarding trends over time and differences
across these groups.

EMPIRICAL FINDINGS
We first present descriptive statistics for employment and educational outcomes, then for risky behaviors, for young adults ages 22–24
in 1986–1987 and in 2004–2005. Next, focusing on the more recent
cohort, we present results from regression analyses predicting wages,
weeks worked, and high school dropout status.14
Descriptive Statistics on Employment Outcomes
Table 2.1 presents descriptive statistics for employment outcomes
of hourly wages, hours worked, and weeks worked. These outcomes
are presented separately by cohort for the 22- to 24-year-old subsample,
and separately by race and gender within each cohort. In general, Table
2.1 shows (consistent with other studies) that males tend to earn more,
and work more hours and weeks, than do females; and that hourly wages for blacks tend to be lower than for whites, as do hours and weeks
worked (where the difference is relatively larger).
With regard to trends across the cohorts, overall the results in Table
2.1 indicate that real wages and weeks worked each have grown about
7 percent.15 The greatest gains in hours and weeks worked of any group
were experienced by black and Hispanic females. This growth has been
widely attributed to policy changes in the 1990s, primarily welfare reform and expansion of supports for low-income working parents such
as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and child care benefits (Blank
2002). In contrast, hours worked fell the most for white and black men
(though only the results for the latter are statistically significant). The
results for both groups are mostly driven by outcomes among the less
educated, as noted by Juhn (1992, 2000).
Despite these trends, many of the race and gender gaps observed
in the earlier cohort persist in the more recent one. Within each racial
group, women still have lower wages, hours worked, and weeks worked
than men,16 though they exhibit greater improvement than men in al-

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 28

4/15/2009 10:51:35 AM

Outcomes for Young Adults in Two Cohorts 29
Table 2.1 Means of Employment Outcomes, by Gender and Race
Hourly wages ($) Total hours worked Weeks worked
1987
2005
1987
2005
1987
2005
Full sample
11.40
12.21
1,490
1,469
36.2
38.9
By gender and race
Male
White
12.65
12.97
1,672
1,613
38.1
41.3
Black
10.41
11.20
1,419
1,262
33.3
34.0
Hispanic
11.66
13.80
1,574
1,644
37.6
41.4
Female
White
10.78
11.89
1,402
1,419
36.5
39.2
Black
8.93
10.39
1,121
1,223
29.0
33.1
Hispanic
9.90
11.20
1,151
1,307
29.7
35.1
Sample size
2,713
3,186
3,289
4,164
3,333
4,164
NOTE: Samples include respondents ages 22–24 at the time of interview. Hourly wages
are in 2005 dollars, deflated by the CPI-U-RS and measured for the current or most
recent job at the time of interview. 1987 NLSY79 interviews occurred between March
1987 and October 1987 and Round 8 NLSY97 interviews occurred between October
2004 and July 2005. Hours and weeks worked are measured for the 52 weeks prior to
the week of interview.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY79 and NLSY97.

most all cases. These trends are consistent with prior research showing
that female labor force activity has grown more rapidly than that of
males for several decades (Juhn and Potter 2006) and in the 1980s corresponded with more rapid wage growth (Blau and Kahn 1997).
With regard to race gaps within gender, these data indicate that Hispanics have achieved greater parity with whites in labor market outcomes in the later cohort than had been observed earlier, despite strong
immigration growth over this time period.17 But black men have fallen
even further behind young white and Hispanic men in terms of hours
and weeks worked, a finding that remains even when incarcerated individuals are removed from the sample.18 Some gain in relative wages
for black men compared to white men is observed: the gap between
the wages of white and black men shrank from 18 percent in 1987 to
14 percent in 2005. However, this pattern is likely driven by the withdrawal of lower-wage workers from the labor force altogether (Chandra
2003), and thus is an artifact of the composition of the wage-earning
sample.
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The relative decline in employment for young black men over the
1980s and 1990s, and the sharp contrast between their employment
trends and those of young black women, has been noted elsewhere
(Holzer and Offner 2006), based on data from the Current Population
Survey (CPS). This similarity between the CPS data and the NLSY data
is notable because self-reported employment information (such as that
obtained in the NLSY79 and NLSY97) may be more accurate for young
adults than that reported by household respondents on the CPS (e.g.,
Freeman and Medoff 1982).
Descriptive Statistics on Education Outcomes
Table 2.2 shows information on school enrollment and educational
attainment for the two cohorts, once again reported separately by race
and gender within cohort. These data indicate that the high school dropout rate has declined overall and for most race and gender groups, though
controversy remains over the trends in high school dropout rates, driven
by differences observed between survey data such as these and school
administrative data (Mishel and Roy 2006; Swanson 2004).
Widespread increases in college enrollment and educational attainment are observed among young adults across these two cohorts. Enrollment in two-year colleges has more than doubled for every race and
gender group, though enrollment in four-year colleges and universities remains greater for each group. Bachelor’s degree attainment has
grown modestly. Turner (2007) and others have noted a widening gap
between college attendance and completion, as well as a tendency for
those who attain four-year degrees to take longer to do so. Indeed, the
fact that more young people in the 22–24 age range are now enrolled in
four-year colleges than have already graduated with bachelor’s degrees
reflects the longer time period now taken to complete these degrees,
whether for reasons of financial need and constraints or because of personal tastes.19 Nonetheless, these data indicate some significant educational improvements for young people over the past two decades.
But, as in the case of employment outcomes, some gaps remain
across groups in school enrollment and educational attainment. In particular, blacks and Hispanics continue to drop out of high school more
frequently than whites, and less frequently attend or graduate from
four-year colleges. Orfield (2004) discusses the dropout issue in de-
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Table 2.2 Educational Attainment and Enrollment Status, by Gender and Race (%)
Not enrolled
Enrolled
Some college/
High school High school associate’s
Bachelor’s
Two-year
Four-year
dropout/GED
diploma
degree
degree
college
college
n
n
1986 2004 1986 2004 1986 2004 1986 2004 1986 2004 1986 2004 1986 2004
Full sample
19.23 15.54 30.51 27.18 24.78 22.37 10.83 12.45 2.65 6.29 12.00 16.17 3,361 4,170
By gender and race
Male
White
19.53 13.37 29.23 30.36 21.50 21.21 11.38 12.81 2.68 5.07 15.68 17.17
958 1,039
Black
28.05 27.60 34.95 30.78 22.68 20.74 2.23 5.57 2.24 5.65 9.86 9.66
456 564
Hispanic
38.27 20.79 24.41 34.28 21.98 23.22 3.65 3.63 3.51 7.97 8.17 10.11
293 452
Female
White
14.82 12.03 31.32 21.14 26.48 22.95 14.35 18.15 2.56 6.75 10.48 18.97
922 1,016
Black
19.11 19.00 33.49 28.39 33.89 23.58 4.60 6.89 3.12 7.75 5.79 14.40
425 611
Hispanic
28.09 20.55 26.75 27.60 33.15 25.38 2.40 5.52 2.30 7.73 7.31 13.21
307 488
NOTE: Sample includes all respondents ages 22–24 at the time of interview. Enrollment is measured in the month of November. The sum
of each gender and race group’s enrollment statuses for each cohort equals 100.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY79 and NLSY97.
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tail. We examine the extent to which higher dropout rates among young
minorities can be accounted for by achievement or family background
differences later in this chapter and in Chapter 3.
Rates of improvement over time in enrollment and educational attainment also vary across groups. High school dropout rates have declined most dramatically for young Hispanics, while college enrollment
and attainment have risen more among whites than among minorities.
In general, educational attainment has risen more rapidly among young
women than among young men within each racial group, especially
whites.
The tendency to drop out of high school is higher for boys than
for girls within each racial group in both cohorts, but four-year college
enrollment and attainment of degrees are higher for women only in the
more recent cohort. The growth of a gender gap in education favoring
women has been noted elsewhere (Jacob 2002), and its seriousness has
been debated recently (e.g., Mead 2006). But the magnitudes of the
gender gaps in education among both whites and blacks are striking.
Furthermore, young black men have made less progress in completing high school and enrolling in four-year colleges than any other race
or gender group. In particular, their tendency to drop out of high school
has not changed, and now it is higher than that observed for any other
group. Thus the trends in educational attainment among young black
men parallel those observed earlier for employment, suggesting a broad
pattern of relative decline in socioeconomic status.
Table 2.3 presents data on grade point averages and ASVAB percentile scores for the 1997 cohort by race and gender. High school GPAs
and ASVAB percentile scores are lower, on average, for Hispanics
and especially for blacks, compared with whites (see also Jencks and
Phillips 1998). Within racial groups, young women have comparable
or higher outcomes than young men, and relatively large gaps are observed between young black women and men. That gender differences
in grades are somewhat larger than differences in ASVAB percentiles
suggests behavioral, rather than cognitive, differences in school outcomes by gender.
The reasons for the persistence of the achievement gap between
whites and minorities remain somewhat unclear in the broader literature
(Neal 2005). Though the gap narrowed during the 1980s, it stabilized
or even widened slightly afterwards (Hauser and Huang 1996). Racial
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Table 2.3 Means on Education Outcomes, by Gender and Race
High school GPA
ASVAB
Full sample
2.43
51.18
By gender and race
Male
White
2.47
57.34
Black
1.86
28.14
Hispanic
2.05
39.39
Female
White
2.66
58.20
Black
2.18
32.01
Hispanic
2.34
38.76
Sample size
5,119
5,810
NOTE: Sample includes all youth in NLSY97 as of Round 8.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.

gaps in family income and the persistence of school segregation play
some role (Card and Rothstein 2005), though they cannot fully explain
the persistence of achievement gaps. Indeed, a racial gap in achievement is observed early (appearing before children start school), and
having a young, single mother contributes to lower scores (Fryer and
Levitt 2004). But whether differences in household structure, parental
characteristics, and parenting behavior can account for much of the existing racial gap in achievement and its failure to close over time merits
further study.
Descriptive Statistics on Risky Behaviors
The next set of tables presents information on the extent to which
young people have engaged in various risky behaviors across the two
cohorts, with additional measures reported for the more recent cohort.
Table 2.4 presents data on use of substances—alcohol, cigarettes, and
marijuana—prior to the sample member’s eighteenth birthday, as well
as data on having had a child while unmarried at any time before the
survey date in 1987 or 2004–2005. As before, these results are presented
for all youth and separately by race and gender within cohort.
Table 2.4 shows some decline in cigarette and marijuana smoking
across the two cohorts, a trend reported elsewhere (Gruber 2001). In
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NOTE: Sample includes respondents ages 22–24 at the time of the 1987 and Round 8 interviews. The 1987 NLSY79 interviews occurred
between March 1987 and October 1987, and the Round 8 NLSY97 interviews occurred between October 2004 and July 2005. Substanceuse variables measure use of substance by the respondent’s eighteenth birthday.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY79 and NLSY97.
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Table 2.4 Risky Behaviors: Substance Use and Unmarried Childbearing, by Gender and Race (%)
Drank alcohol
Smoked cigarettes
Smoked marijuana
Unmarried, has children
NLSY79
NLSY97
NLSY79
NLSY97
NLSY79
NLSY97
NLSY79
NLSY97
Full sample
74.2
73.8
74.2
60.7
48.0
40.7
12.6
19.0
By gender and race
Male
White
78.0
77.5
78.4
64.8
53.2
43.6
5.7
9.9
Black
77.9
56.6
67.4
49.2
47.1
40.4
27.1
30.8
Hispanic
82.8
74.1
73.6
56.5
56.4
39.9
15.3
17.9
Female
White
71.0
79.7
75.6
66.3
47.3
42.9
10.6
17.3
Black
61.4
59.4
57.3
43.1
25.7
27.1
43.0
47.5
Hispanic
66.1
60.9
58.6
48.5
31.5
30.8
21.5
29.6
Sample size
2,968
4,191
3,317
4,188
3,341
4,177
3,361
4,180
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general, minorities and especially blacks self-report less drinking and
smoking than do whites. Declines over time in self-reported substance
use also appear greater among blacks than among others, at least for
alcohol use and cigarette smoking.
In contrast, it is clear that unmarried childbearing has risen in frequency across the two cohorts for all groups and remains most pronounced among young blacks. The greater frequency of unmarried
childbearing among young blacks reflects both low levels of marriage
and greater declines in childbearing among black married women relative to other groups (Wu and Wolfe 2001). Among both whites and
minorities but especially among African Americans, more-educated
women appear to be delaying both marriage and childbearing, while
less-educated women have decoupled the two behaviors, putting off
childbearing less than they might if they expected higher marriage rates
in the future (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Ellwood and Jencks 2004).
The dramatic differences in employment and educational trends between young black men and women noted above are also consistent
with low marriage rates for them, as the men become less marriageable and the women become more independent (Tucker and MitchellKernan 1995), and if childbearing fails to fall as rapidly as marriage,
then we would expect the relative growth in out-of-wedlock childbearing for this group to be highest.
In the past decade, the rates of unmarried childbearing have largely
stabilized for most groups, though they have not dramatically declined
(McLanahan 2004). Also, Table 2.4 indicates that rates of reported
childbearing outside of marriage are generally higher among young
women than among young men, likely reflecting either a tendency of
older men to father these children or a greater reluctance among men to
report these outcomes.
Table 2.5 presents descriptive statistics on another important dimension of risky behavior among young adults, namely, whether they
have ever participated in illegal activities or been incarcerated. Because
information about these variables during the teen years is available only
for the 1997 cohort, and because the sample no longer needs to be restricted to obtain a consistent range of ages appearing in both cohorts,
the full sample of 19- to 25-year-olds from the NLSY97 (as of Round
8) is used. Statistics are presented for the full sample, then separately
by race and gender. Self-reported outcomes that are given in the tables
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Table 2.5 Means on Engagement in Risky Behaviors, by Gender and Race (%)
Ever stole
Ever
items worth
Ever
Ever
damaged more than
joined a
carried a
Ever sold
property
$50
gang
handgun
drugs
Full sample
41.6
21.1
11.0
22.7
23.8
By gender and race
Male
White
55.3
27.9
11.3
35.7
29.7
Black
44.8
27.6
25.9
36.8
28.7
Hispanic
47.5
28.7
21.6
33.8
28.9
Female
White
30.7
13.6
5.7
9.0
20.2
Black
30.1
15.7
8.5
8.5
9.7
Hispanic
26.0
13.4
9.8
10.4
15.6
Sample size
6,992
6,963
7,143
7,125
6,957

Ever
attacked
someone
34.4

Ever
arrested
27.9

Ever
incarcerated
5.9

40.1
52.5
43.6

34.9
45.0
38.2

7.6
14.8
9.6

22.6
38.6
26.6
6,990

18.9
19.1
15.2
7,133

2.7
3.1
2.4
7,073

NOTE: Sample includes all NLSY97 sample members. Variables are measured up to Round 8 (conducted from October 2004 to July
2005).
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.
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concern whether the respondent reported ever engaging in less serious
offenses (damaging property, stealing something valued at more than
$50, or joining a gang) or more serious offenses (carrying a handgun,
selling drugs, attacking someone, or being arrested). We also present a
measure of ever having been incarcerated, based both on self-reports
and on whether the interview ever took place while the respondent was
incarcerated.
Table 2.5 shows relatively high rates of self-reported activity in minor offenses such as ever damaging property (with over 40 percent of
young respondents and roughly half of young men reporting such activity) and somewhat lower activity in more serious crime categories.
Over one-third of all young men report having ever carried a handgun
or having ever been arrested. These rates seem quite high, though we
know of no reason why these self-reported rates might be upwardly
biased. Young women report much less such activity than young men
in each category.
Self-reported illegal activity among young black men in many
of these categories is lower than or comparable to that of white men,
which might reflect a greater tendency towards underreporting of such
activity. Yet in some categories (such as attacking someone or joining a
gang), self-reported rates for young black men are higher.
Observed rates of incarceration among young black men are considerably higher than among young white men (14.8 percent versus 7.6
percent). Indeed, data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics (2007) show
that incarceration rates of young black men are roughly six times as
high as they are for young white men, and that nearly a third of all
young black men have spent some time in prison by their early 30s.
The statistics in Table 2.5 are based on a sample of 19- to 25-year-olds,
so it is not surprising that the rates are somewhat lower than the BJS
rates. On the other hand, the incarceration rate in Table 2.5 might be understated because self-reported incarceration will likely understate its
frequency, and the use of interviews in prison to designate incarceration
will miss short spells that occur between annual interviews.
Overall, these data clearly indicate high rates of unmarried childbirth among young blacks and very high rates of incarceration among
young black men, relative to all other race and ethnic groups. These
data are consistent with the relatively weak outcomes and trends over
time for these men in education and especially in employment.20
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REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF EMPLOYMENT AND
EDUCATION OUTCOMES
Table 2.6 presents regressions predicting employment and educational outcomes for the full sample of NLSY97 youth, ranging from 19
to 25 years old. Overall, these results show some strong behavioral patterns: young people who fail at school also more frequently engage in
risky behavior and withdraw from the labor market. Among blacks and
black males especially these patterns are quite pronounced.
The following general models are estimated in this section:
(2.1)

LNWAGEi , WWi = f (Xi , EDi , ACHi , RISKBEHi) + ui ;

(2.2)

HSDROPOUTi , = f (Xi , ACHi , RISKBEHi) + vi ,

where LNWAGE represents the natural log of hourly wage, WW represents weeks worked in the previous year, and HSDROPOUT represents
whether or not the respondent dropped out of high school or obtained a
GED (HSDROPOUT = 1 if dropout or GED; 0 if not dropout or GED).
A set of exogenous personal characteristics is represented by X, which
includes personal demographic characteristics such as race, gender,
and age. ED represents a series of indicator variables for enrollment
status and attainment; ACH represents cognitive achievement in high
school, measured by ASVAB percentile scores and high school GPA;
RISKBEH represents engagement in any of the set of risky behaviors
(including incarceration) defined above; and the subscript i denotes the
ith individual.21
In this formulation, as shown in Equations (2.1) and (2.2), both
labor market outcomes and educational attainment are functions of
demographic characteristics, cognitive achievement, and engaging in
risky behaviors. As shown in Equation (2.1), labor market outcomes
also depend on educational enrollment status and attainment, as well
as on the other variables independent of education. As such, the models
described here are recursive in nature. Of course, engaging in risky behaviors is not likely to be strictly exogenous with respect to these outcomes; these relationships should be viewed as partial correlations that
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represent patterns of behaviors and outcomes across different groups of
young people.
All equations are estimated using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS);
thus, the equations for dropping out of high school are linear probability
models. The goal is to estimate race and gender differences in outcomes
(controlling only for age) without and then with adjustments for differences in educational attainment, cognitive achievement, and engaging
in risky behaviors. In particular, for each outcome, three specifications
are presented. Model 1 includes only the X variables; Model 2 adds
educational attainment and cognitive achievement (with only the latter
added to the equation for dropping out of high school); and Model 3
adds the indicators for risky behaviors.
The results of Model 1 in Table 2.6 mostly confirm a set of differences in outcomes by race and gender that were observed earlier in
the simple descriptive statistics, though the point estimates differ because of the broadening of the sample to include all NLSY97 sample
members.22 For instance, the wages of black males are 11 percent lower
than those of white males (e−0.116 −1) and wages of black females 18
percent lower than those of white males. Weeks worked among blacks
and Hispanic females are also lower than those of white males, with the
largest negative effects (about eight weeks fewer on average) occurring among black males. Dropping out of high school is most common
among blacks and Hispanics: black male and Hispanic male dropout
rates are 13 and 11 percentage points higher than those of white males.
In this sample, white females have wages lower than (or statistically
comparable to) those of black and Hispanic women.
The results of Model 2 show that educational attainment and
achievement are importantly related to labor market outcomes. High
school dropouts and graduates (as well as those enrolled in four-year
colleges) have lower wages and weeks worked than college graduates.
Test scores contribute to both sets of outcomes independently of educational attainment.
The magnitudes of the effects of education and achievement vary
across labor market outcomes. For instance, their effect on wages is
large: college graduates earn about 26 percent higher wages than high
school dropouts, controlling for achievement. The latter measures add
modestly to these differences, with each point of GPA adding about 1
percent to wages (though the effect is not statistically significant), and
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Natural log of hourly
wage, past year
Race (omitted category:
white male)
Black male
Hispanic male
White female
Black female
Hispanic female
Age
Education level (omitted
category: not enrolled,
bachelor’s degree)
Not enrolled, high school
dropout or GED
Not enrolled, high school
diploma

Weeks worked, past year

40

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 40

Table 2.6 Recursive Regressions Predicting Employment and Education Outcomes
High school dropout, Nov. 2004

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

−0.116***
(0.019)
0.021
(0.020)
−0.161***
(0.017)
−0.196***
(0.019)
−0.121***
(0.020)
0.068***
(0.004)

−0.083***
(0.020)
0.050**
(0.020)
−0.172***
(0.017)
−0.172***
(0.019)
−0.100***
(0.021)
0.053***
(0.004)

−0.073***
(0.020)
0.050**
(0.021)
−0.179***
(0.018)
−0.170***
(0.020)
−0.106***
(0.021)
0.054***
(0.004)

−8.200***
(0.811)
−0.356
(0.790)
−2.015***
(0.590)
−7.763***
(0.770)
−5.993***
(0.821)
1.457***
(0.155)

−5.663***
(0.805)
1.339*
(0.793)
−2.172***
(0.587)
−6.216***
(0.768)
−4.704***
(0.820)
1.046***
(0.161)

−4.755***
(0.809)
1.522*
(0.792)
−2.500***
(0.601)
−5.433***
(0.798)
−4.740***
(0.828)
1.163***
(0.162)

0.134***
(0.018)
0.106***
(0.019)
−0.018
(0.012)
0.048***
(0.016)
0.057***
(0.018)
−0.005
(0.003)

−0.026
(0.017)
−0.004
(0.017)
0.013
(0.011)
−0.052***
(0.014)
−0.027*
(0.016)
−0.002
(0.003)

−0.032**
(0.016)
0.004
(0.016)
0.023**
(0.010)
−0.042***
(0.014)
−0.001
(0.016)
−0.008***
(0.003)

−0.297***
(0.032)
−0.220***
(0.029)

−0.267***
(0.033)
−0.207***
(0.029)

−9.047***
(1.082)
−0.478
(0.912)

−6.779***
(1.125)
0.511
(0.926)
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Not enrolled, some
college or associate’s
degree
Enrolled, two-year
college
Enrolled, four-year
college
GPA in high school
ASVAB percentile
Unmarried and has
children
Risky behaviors prior to
age 18
Drank alcohol
Smoked cigarettes
Smoked marijuana

−0.191***
(0.029)

0.869
(0.874)

1.608*
(0.882)

−0.256***
(0.032)
−0.294***
(0.029)
0.011
(0.012)
0.026***
(0.008)

−0.247***
(0.033)
−0.291***
(0.029)
0.008
(0.012)
0.026***
(0.008)

0.109
(1.101)
−5.942***
(0.904)
0.922**
(0.450)
1.504***
(0.311)

0.761
(1.109)
−5.683***
(0.907)
0.808*
(0.454)
1.359***
(0.311)

−0.184***
(0.009)
−0.073***
(0.006)

−0.141***
(0.009)
−0.056***
(0.005)

−0.024
(0.015)

−3.109***
(0.624)

0.123***
(0.013)

0.034**
(0.014)
0.007
(0.014)
−0.023
(0.014)
−0.027**

1.146*
(0.587)
1.188**
(0.551)
0.016
(0.553)
−1.602***

−0.026***
(0.010)
0.044***
(0.010)
0.026**
(0.010)
0.054***

(0.013)

(0.520)

(0.009)

(continued)
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Ever stole something
worth $50 or more,
joined a gang, attacked
someone, or was
arrested

−0.201***
(0.029)
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Table 2.6 (continued)
Natural log of hourly
wage, past year
Model 1

Model 2

Ever incarcerated

Model 3
−0.049*

Weeks worked, past year
Model 1

Model 2

Model 3
−5.117***

(0.027)
Constant

High school dropout, Nov. 2004
Model 1

Model 2

(1.055)

0.548

1.042**

1.031**

9.229

21.582***

20.880**

Model 3
0.265***
(0.023)

0.390***

0.672***

0.556***

(0.341)

(0.419)

(0.442)

(7.624)

(8.014)

(8.174)

(0.086)

(0.082)

(0.078)

Observations

5,849

5,849

5,849

7,085

7,085

7,085

7,115

7,115

7,115

R-squared

0.077

0.108

0.112

0.041

0.097

0.108

0.028

0.217

0.284

NOTE: Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. Variables are measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97, from October 2004 to July
2005. Dummy variables controlling for month of interview are included but not reported. Missing data dummies are included for all
explanatory variables except for race/gender. Statistical significance is denoted as follows: * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.
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test score differences between the very best and worst scores adding
about 3 percent to the wages of those with the best scores. These wage
differences may widen as these young people age and their differences
in ability and job performance become more observable to employers
and affect wage growth over time (Altonji and Pierret 2001).
The negative effect of being a high school dropout on weeks worked
is quite strong, with dropouts working almost nine weeks less on average
than nonenrolled high school and college graduates (relative to overall
sample means of about 39 weeks worked per year). Achievement differences between the best and worst students would add to these effects
by a few additional weeks.
The results of Table 2.6 also show that differences in education and
test scores account for only modest parts of the differences observed in
labor market outcomes across racial groups in the NLSY97 data. Among
men, education and achievement can account for about a third of wage
and weeks-worked differences by race; among women, they account for
less than a third of observed differences in weeks worked. These results
are contrary to prior studies using the NLSY79 (e.g., Johnson and Neal
1998), and this finding may not hold as this more recent cohort ages
(recall that sample members are only 19 to 25 years old at this point).23
The finding implies that scholastic achievement is only one of several
important mechanisms through which young blacks are disadvantaged
in the labor market.
But Table 2.6 also shows that achievement differences fully account
for racial differences in the tendency to drop out of high school. In other
words, when they have similar levels of school achievement, blacks
tend to drop out of high school less than whites, and Hispanics drop out
at similar rates. Prior research has noted a similar pattern (e.g., Lang
and Manove 2006), suggesting the potential influence of achievement
equalization on employment outcomes.
Finally, in Model 3, including indicators for risky behaviors adds
modest explanatory power, especially in predicting high school dropout rates. Relatively few of these risky behavior measures—except for
incarceration—are related to wages while controlling for education and
achievement. But being an unmarried parent is associated with reduced
weeks worked, as is participation in illegal activities, getting arrested,
and especially being incarcerated.24 Whether these incarceration effects
are causal or merely reflect the self-selection of weak labor market par-
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ticipants into illegal activity cannot be ascertained here, though other
studies suggest that the incarceration effects are at least partly causal
(Holzer, Offner, and Sorensen 2005; Raphael 2007; Western 2006). By
definition, those who are currently incarcerated cannot work, but even
when the currently incarcerated are removed from the sample, weeksworked effects remain for those ever incarcerated.25
Several of the measures added in Model 3, particularly unmarried
childbearing and incarceration, are positively and strongly associated
with the tendency to drop out of high school—for instance, dropout
rates that are 12 percentage points higher for unmarried parents and 27
percentage points higher for those who have ever been incarcerated.
Controlling for incarceration, higher dropout rates can be found among
those engaging in serious crime and even among those smoking cigarettes or marijuana before age 18. This indicates that engaging in such
behaviors increases the probability of failing in and disconnecting from
the world of school.
Table 2.7 shows the same set of estimated equations, limiting the
sample to blacks only. (Tables A.1 and A.2, found in Appendix A, show
separate regressions for black males and black females.)26 The overall
patterns for blacks are similar to those for the full sample: education
and achievement are associated with labor market outcomes, and risky
behaviors are somewhat correlated with the tendency to drop out of
high school.
Yet many of the statistical relationships are stronger among young
blacks and especially black females than in the overall sample. For example, the effects of education and achievement on wages are generally higher for blacks (especially black females) than for other groups.
The negative effect of being a high school dropout on weeks worked is
stronger for blacks than for whites and Hispanics; and the relationships
between incarceration, on the one hand, and low work effort or dropping out, on the other, are very strong among young blacks. The effects
of achievement on labor market outcomes and dropping out of high
school are also quite strong for blacks and especially black males.

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 44

4/15/2009 10:51:37 AM

Outcomes for Young Adults in Two Cohorts 45

CONCLUSION
This chapter describes broad trends across two cohorts in the education and employment of young adults and in race and gender differences in these outcomes. Key findings from this chapter include the
following:
• Employment outcomes have, on average, remained fairly constant or improved a bit among young adults, while educational
outcomes have improved more substantially between the mid- to
late 1980s and the mid-2000s.
• Traditional gender gaps in employment outcomes are diminishing, and a new educational gap favoring young women over men
is becoming pronounced in each racial group.
• Employment and educational outcomes are lower for blacks
compared with whites. Young black men generally show less
progress (or more deterioration) in these areas than other groups,
including young black women.
• Those who drop out of high school have much lower academic
achievement and are also most likely to engage in risky behaviors (such as having children outside of marriage and participating in crime) and to not work, especially among young blacks.
In the subsequent chapters, we examine the extent to which these
outcomes—especially the patterns by race—can be attributed to household structure and parental characteristics and behaviors. For now, we
note the wide gaps in successful educational and employment outcomes
between young blacks and other groups, especially for young black men
and especially for those who fail to complete high school.
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Gender (omitted category: male)
Female
Age
Education level (omitted category:
not enrolled, bachelor’s degree)
Not enrolled, high school
dropout or GED
Not enrolled, high school
diploma
Not enrolled, some college or
associate’s degree
Enrolled, two-year college
Enrolled, four-year college
GPA in high school
ASVAB percentile

Natural log of hourly
wage, past year
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Weeks worked, past year
High school dropout, Nov. 2004
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

−0.083*** −0.087*** −0.090***
(0.020)
(0.020)
(0.022)
***
***
0.059
0.051
0.052***
(0.007)
(0.008)
(0.008)

1.460
−0.063
−0.924
−0.081*** −0.007
(0.914)
(0.905)
(0.959)
(0.020)
(0.018)
***
***
***
1.580
1.184
1.243
−0.007
−0.005
(0.316)
(0.322)
(0.326)
(0.007)
(0.006)

−0.278***
(0.055)
−0.186***
(0.051)
−0.147***
(0.050)
−0.230***
(0.059)
−0.221***
(0.056)
−0.048**
(0.021)
0.080***
(0.015)

−0.258***
(0.057)
−0.179***
(0.052)
−0.139***
(0.052)
−0.222***
(0.060)
−0.220***
(0.057)
−0.049**
(0.022)
0.079***
(0.015)

−14.559***
(2.145)
−7.566***
(1.861)
−3.460*
(1.779)
−6.722***
(2.210)
−7.541***
(1.936)
1.304
(0.871)
1.949***
(0.683)

−12.364***
(2.223)
−6.794***
(1.883)
−2.803
(1.809)
−5.930***
(2.254)
−7.209***
(1.936)
1.023
(0.877)
2.060***
(0.691)

0.018
(0.018)
−0.010*
(0.006)

−0.198*** −0.157***
(0.016)
(0.016)
−0.101*** −0.086***
(0.012)
(0.012)
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Unmarried and has children

−0.017
(0.023)

−0.025
(1.014)

0.077***
(0.019)

0.003
(0.023)
−0.014
(0.022)
0.005
(0.024)
0.009
(0.022)

−1.282
(1.036)
0.718
(1.049)
−0.452
(1.139)
−1.909*
(1.014)

−0.034*
(0.018)
0.096***
(0.019)
0.048**
(0.021)
0.051***
(0.017)

−0.058
(0.041)
1.374*** −14.761*
(0.228)
(8.181)
1,493
1,941
0.118
0.023

−6.603***
(1.875)
9.186
(9.087)
1,941
0.113

0.250***
(0.038)
0.622***
(0.150)
1,964
0.321

Risky behaviors prior to age 18
Drank alcohol
Smoked cigarettes
Smoked marijuana
Ever stole something worth $50 or
more, joined a gang, attacked
someone, or was arrested
Ever incarcerated
Constant
Observations
R-squared

0.880***
(0.188)
1,493
0.064

1.410***
(0.225)
1,493
0.113

5.681
(8.968)
1,941
0.098

0.720***
(0.174)
1,964
0.028

0.806***
(0.158)
1,964
0.250

NOTE: Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. Variables are measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97, from October 2004 to July
2005. Dummy variables controlling for month of interview are included but not reported. Missing data dummies are included for all
explanatory variables except for race/gender. Statistical significance is denoted as follows: * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.
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Notes
1. The NLSY79 interviews in 1987 were conducted from March to October, with
72 percent conducted from April to June. The NLSY97 interviews in 2004–2005
were conducted from October 2004 to July 2005, with 76 percent conducted between November 2004 and January 2005. To obtain consistently measured education and employment outcomes, ideally sample members across these cohorts
would be interviewed during the same time of year. The approximate five-month
difference in age between the two cohorts implies that changes over time in educational attainment and employment outcomes will be biased downwards. But we
control for sample member age as well as month of interview in all regressions,
which should minimize any bias.
2. Since 5.3 percent unemployment was achieved in 1989–1990 without any appreciable growth of inflation, most would regard that as approximately the NonAccelerating Inflation Rate of Unemployment (or NAIRU) for the 1980s. In the
period 1999–2000, a rate of 4.0 percent unemployment was similarly achieved.
But since some positive supply shocks were benefiting the economy and likely
dampening inflation at that time (Blinder and Yellen 2001), a rate somewhat
closer to 4.5 percent might be more appropriately considered the NAIRU for the
post-2000 decade. This is just mildly below the monthly rates of unemployment
through the early months of 2007.
3. Nine sample members ages 22–24 at the time of the interview in 1987 and nine
at the time of the interview in 2004–2005 were enrolled in high school. It was not
possible to determine the type of college (two- or four-year) for 39 sample members interviewed in 1987 and for four interviewed in 2004–2005. We drop these
sample members because we control for educational enrollment and attainment
in the regressions later in the chapter, distinguishing between two- and four-year
colleges.
4. We identify such individuals using the type of residence variable in the 1986 or
1987 interviews of the NLSY79 and the type of dwelling variable in the Round 7
(2003–2004) or the Round 8 (2004–2005) interview of the NLSY97.
5. When observed wages were nonzero, but less than $2 or greater than $50, the
value for this variable is set to “missing.”
6. See Abraham (2003) for a discussion of these issues, and BLS (2008) for further
information. The CPI-U-RS eliminates some, though not all, of the upward bias
in the CPI. Over the relevant time period, it is comparable to the Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) Deflator for Personal Consumption Expenditures, which has been
used by others (for example, Katz and Autor 1999) in analyzing real wage trends.
7. Some values were imputed using information about enrollment status and education level at the time of the interview in rounds prior to and following these November dates.
8. Though there might be some value to the GED degree, we regard those with GEDs
as being closer to high school dropouts than to graduates in their educational attainment (Cameron and Heckman 1993).
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9. High school graduates who might have attended college briefly but who have not
completed at least one year are coded as having no postsecondary educational
attainment.
10. While GPAs are available for the NLSY79, we do not report them here because
making comparisons across time may be problematic due to possible differences
in grading (not necessarily performance) over time. Armed Forces Qualification
Test (AFQT) scores (not adjusted by age) are available for the 1979 cohort, while
ASVAB scores (adjusted by age) are available for the 1997 cohort. Because the
AFQT and ASVAB are not directly comparable, we also do not examine changes
over time for these tests.
11. Substance use and unmarried childbearing could be measured by a certain age
(e.g., age 18) or up until the most recent survey date. We chose to present the substance use results before age 18, since early use of these substances likely conveys
more information about risky behavior than does later use. In contrast, childbearing out of wedlock is likely to have consequences for both mothers and children
even for those giving birth beyond the teen years, as the literature reviewed in the
previous chapter indicates. But the racial differences and trends over time presented in this chapter are not sensitive to the age cutoffs used in either case.
12. We examine crime and incarceration for the 1997 cohort only, because the NLSY79
did not collect information about these activities during the high school years.
13. Classical measurement error in independent variables, which is uncorrelated with
other observed characteristics, tends to generate downward biases (toward zero,
in absolute value) in estimated coefficients. The errors in measurement of the
relevant variables in these models, such as underreporting of criminal activity,
might not have that characteristic, and thus might generate biases that are harder
to ascertain. Classical measurement error in dependent variables creates imprecise
estimates rather than bias; if the error is not classical, however, both problems
might result.
14. For the findings in this section, sample weights are used in the summary statistics
but not in the regression analyses.
15. Though we do not report standard errors in the summary tables for Chapter 2, any
differences that we discuss in the text are at least marginally significant. We do
not show results of significance tests in the table because of the large number of
possible tests of interest.
16. These gaps may not persist, however, with appropriate controls such as work experience and childbearing. For example, using the NLSY79, Waldfogel (1998) notes
that young women without children have achieved rough parity with young men
in hourly wages, though gaps remain between men and women with children.
17. Among Hispanics in the NLSY79 and NLSY97, the percentage not born in the
United States has not changed substantially (about 20 percent in each cohort).
Whether immigrant children are underrepresented in the more recent cohort (because there are more immigrants in the population) is not clear.
18. Among young black men who are not incarcerated, hours and weeks worked for
the latter cohort are 1,478 and 39.2, respectively.
19. Turner shows that the lengthening time to degree is much stronger among those
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20.

21.

22.
23.
24.
25.

26.

from lower-to-middle-income families, suggesting that rising college costs and
family income constraints are more important determinants of this trend than simply a growing taste for lengthier college spells among the young.
See also Holzer, Offner, and Sorensen (2005), Raphael (2007), and Western (2006)
for evidence on the relationship between incarceration and employment among
young black men.
Each regression also includes indicators for month of interview to control for
time of year effects and age differences across sample members at the time of
interview.
The models in this table also control for age and month of interview.
The age range of youth considered by Johnson and Neal is 26–31, and the authors
focus on labor market outcomes observed in the early 1990s.
This result is stronger for women than for men when the samples are split by
gender.
All else being equal, black males and females who have been incarcerated but
are no longer incarcerated at the time of the Round 8 interview worked 4.3 fewer
weeks in the year preceding the Round 8 interview. Black males worked 4.0
fewer weeks (not statistically significant), while black females worked 7.6 fewer
weeks.
Chow tests indicate that the results for all blacks are significantly different from
those for whites and Hispanics, while the separate results for black males versus
black females are not significantly different from each other at the 0.05 level.
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3
Household Structure and
Young Adult Outcomes
Chapter 2 documented gaps in employment and educational outcomes between white and minority young adults that have persisted
or grown over the past few decades, with outcomes for young black
men worsening in relative (or even absolute) terms. One potential explanation for the persistence of these gaps is the increasing likelihood
that minority children grow up in single-parent families. The disadvantages associated with doing so may offset any progress they otherwise
would have experienced. Such an explanation would, of course, imply
that some part of the relationship between household structure and outcomes is causal, not simply reflecting other unobserved disadvantages
that are correlated with growing up with a single parent.
In this chapter we examine household structure and its statistical
relationship with observed outcomes among youth. Using information
from the NLSY97, we show the range of household structures youth
lived in when they were 12 years old, and how these differ by race.
We show how household structure is correlated with other important
characteristics of families and households, such as family income and
parental education. Next the chapter presents estimates of the statistical associations between household structure and the outcomes that
were introduced in Chapter 2 in areas of employment, education, and
risky behaviors. These are based on regression equations that control
for many characteristics of the young people and their mothers, including some that have been unobserved in previous work.
We show the extent to which relationships between household structure and outcomes can be attributed to differences in family income,
and the extent to which racial differences in outcomes can be attributed
to household structure. Focusing on young blacks, we calculate the extent to which changing household structure over time may be related
to observed changes in their employment, educational, and behavioral
outcomes. Finally, we explore the extent to which our estimated relationships may be causal by estimating fixed-effects models (comparing
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siblings at the same age within a household, and comparing the same
individual over time).
Overall, the findings in this chapter indicate that household structure
is strongly related to a range of observed outcomes, particularly in the
areas of education and risky behaviors. Differences in household structure can account for a significant part of the differences between young
white and black men on some outcomes. Furthermore, our evidence
suggests that household structure can account for part of the persistence
or worsening of outcomes over time for young black men. The fixedeffects models, despite their inherent limitations, also suggest that at
least some parts of the estimated effects of household structure are
causal.

SAMPLE AND MEASURES
The analyses in this chapter incorporate respondents of all ages in
the NLSY97, though we have restricted the sample to the largest racial
and ethnic subgroups: white non-Hispanics, black non-Hispanics, and
Hispanics. We examine seven outcome measures, introduced in Chapter 2 and described again below, measured in Round 8 (October 2004
to July 2005).
The two new measures introduced in this chapter are household
structure and parental income. To measure household structure, we create a set of mutually exclusive indicators of whether the sample member at age 12 lived with
• both biological parents
• a mother who had never been married
• a mother who had been married but did not currently have a
spouse in the household
• a mother and her spouse (not the sample member’s father)
• a father (with or without a spouse who was not the sample member’s mother)
• some other family arrangement (including foster or adoptive parents, or grandparents).
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This measure is defined using information from created variables in
the NLSY97 file, as well as from the parent respondent’s marital history
collected in the survey’s first round.
We do not create a separate category for unmarried parents who cohabit, because these households constitute a relatively small fraction of
each category except the last one.1 In addition, the literature on cohabiters suggests that these unions are often unstable in the United States,
and that outcomes for youth in these families do not differ dramatically
from those for the children of other unmarried parents over time (Acs
2006; Wu and Wolfe 2001).
Our measure of household structure reflects not only point-in-time
status when the sample member was 12 years old but also some history,
as reflected in whether the mother has never married, or was previously
married and has or has not remarried. Because the outcomes we investigate likely reflect parental supervision and involvement recently for
adolescents and teens as well as the earlier cognitive and social development of children and youth over time, a household structure measure
that takes both point-in-time and history into account is appropriate.
Because it is not possible to construct a similar variable in the NLSY79
that accounts for this historical aspect of the parental relationship, a
comparison over time of these categories is not possible.
We chose to measure household structure at age 12 because it could
be measured relatively consistently for all sample members and because
it reflected the youth’s household at an early point in his or her teen
years. Transition matrices of household structures from age 2 to age
12, and from age 12 to age 16 (Tables A.3 and A.4, found in Appendix
A) show relative stability over these time spans for sample members
who lived with both biological parents or with a never-married mother.
Greater transitions occurred between the categories of 1) mothers who
had been married but had no spouse in the household and 2) mothers
who lived with their spouses. Thus, we have most confidence in our
inferences of relationships to outcomes of household structures when
we measure households with both biological parents and those with
never-married mothers.
Of course, many alternative measures of household structure are
of interest, including ones that reflect additional detail in the structure
at a point in time (for example, specifying households that include
grandparents or parents’ cohabiters), household structure at other ages
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or multiple points in time, or instability in household structure experienced by a child or young adult (Aughinbaugh, Pierret, and Rothstein
2005; DeLeire and Kalil 2002; Kamp Dush and Dunifon 2007; Pierret
2001; Sandefur and Wells 1999). We acknowledge the utility of these
alternative and additional measures and encourage their use in future
research. Our focus in the current work, however, is less on exploring
the many (and important) variants of household structure and more on
documenting how a particular measure of structure is related to a broad
range of young adult outcomes—most importantly, how these relationships differ by race and gender.
Another important measure introduced in this chapter is parental
income. We construct this as a two-year average of income as measured
when the youth was 14 and again at 15 years old (for sample members
born in 1982–1984) or an average of income at 16 and 17 (for sample
members born in 1980–1981).2 This is a measure of parental income
(not total household income), drawn from the parent interview in Round
1, as well as the income updates through the fifth round of the survey.
A single measure that combines two-year averages at different ages is
not ideal; however, we use this measure because measuring parental
income and household structure at similar time points is desirable, and
a two-year average is preferred over a one-year measure because it can
smooth out transitional changes that might occur in any particular year.
Balancing these criteria led us to use the measure of parental income
just described.3 Even with the two-year average, this measure may be
subject to considerable measurement error because the income elements
were gathered in only a few questions and were self-reported (making
recall of specific values difficult).
Other measures used as controls in the regression equations are described in the next section.

ESTIMATED EQUATIONS
We estimate a series of reduced-form regression equations using
Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) of the following form:
(3.1)
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where Y refers to each of seven outcomes of interest for young adult
i: two labor market outcomes (the “natural log of hourly wages” and
“weeks worked” over the previous year), two for educational attainment (“high school dropout or GED” and “enrolled in a four-year college or earned a bachelor’s degree”), one for scholastic achievement
(“ASVAB test percentile score”), and two for risky or illegal behaviors
(“having a child outside of marriage” and “ever being incarcerated”).
Standard errors are adjusted to account for the clustering of youth within
households. We chose this set of outcomes from the broader set in
Chapter 2 to make the analysis more tractable, and to focus more particularly on the most reliable measures. Thus, we focus on ASVAB test
scores rather than self-reported GPA, since the former is more objective
and is measured more uniformly across respondents, and we also focus
on incarceration rather than self-reported crime, since the former is at
least partially measured objectively (when interviews are conducted in
prison) and is much less subject to any self-report bias than the latter.
The independent variables of primary interest in these regressions
are the HH variables, which refer to household structure at age 12 as
defined above (living with both biological parents is the omitted category). X refers to control variables for sample member characteristics:
age, race, gender, number of siblings in the household when the youth
was 16 years old,4 and the month of the Round 8 interview. Finally, M
refers to control variables for characteristics of the sample member’s
mother: age at the birth of her first child, whether she was born in the
United States; hours worked in 1996 (whether she worked less than 20
hours, 20 to 34 hours, or 35 or more hours a week); and educational attainment in terms of whether she was a dropout (or had a GED), had a
high school diploma, associate’s degree, or bachelor’s degree or higher
(obtained from the youth retrospectively in Rounds 6 to 8). This set
of controls is quite extensive relative to those used in previous work,
with measures like maternal employment that likely capture attitudes
towards work and responsibility (among other factors).5
A second specification for each of the seven outcomes adds parental
income to the variables included in the previous equation:
(3.2)

Yi = f(HHi , Xi , Mi , Ii ) + εi ,

where I refers to a set of parental income quintile dummies, which allow for nonlinearities in the effects of income.
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In addition to the OLS regressions estimated in Equations 3.1 and
3.2, we also estimate two types of fixed-effects models in an attempt
to estimate the causal effect of household structure on outcomes. The
first type of fixed-effect model uses siblings to examine differences in
household structure at age 12 across individuals and consequent differences between them in the outcomes we observe in early adulthood;
the other uses the same individuals to examine changes in household
structures and outcomes over time. For the sibling fixed-effects models,
we include information for all siblings in each household, their family structure at age 12, and their outcomes in Round 8 (2004–2005).
For these models, the effects of household structure are identified by
changes in structure across siblings at age 12.6 For the individual fixedeffects models, we measure outcomes at Round 4 (2000–2001, when
sample members were roughly 16 to 20 years old) and at Round 8
(2004–2005, when sample members were roughly 20 to 24 years old).7
We also measure household structure in one set of the individual fixedeffects models with a two-year lag and in another set with a three-year
lag, because it is unlikely that changes in household structure over time
for the same person will instantaneously translate into differences in the
kinds of outcomes we consider.8
Both the sibling and individual fixed-effects models are meant to
address the problem that omitted personal characteristics may be related
both to household structure and to outcomes, thus biasing any household structure effects that are estimated by using ordinary least squares.
The fixed-effects models attempt to address this concern by identifying
the effect of household structure within families or individuals—either
across siblings or over time for a particular sample member—thus removing any unobserved factors related to the family or individual that
may bias OLS estimates.
The fixed-effects strategy is not a panacea, however, as some serious limitations arise for identifying effects of household structure with
these data. First, changes across time in some categories can only happen in a single direction; for instance, it is possible only for an older
sibling or for an individual at the first time point to have a “never married” mother. Second, the measures of household structure may not
be sufficiently far apart to observe much variation for identifying the
models. Siblings in this data set are, on average, only two years apart in
age, and the individual fixed-effects model measures household income
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just four years apart. If household structure influences youth behaviors
and outcomes through the longer term, then these short-term changes
in household structure are insufficient for identifying their effect. Taken
all together, these limitations suggest that the fixed-effect estimates will
likely be biased toward zero.9

EMPIRICAL RESULTS
This section presents basic descriptive statistics on household
structure, family income, and mother’s educational attainment.10 The
next section presents results from regressions predicting the seven key
outcomes, focusing on explanatory effects of household structure and
race. Also presented here are results from the two sets of fixed-effects
models.
Descriptive Statistics
Table 3.1 shows the distribution of household structures of youth
at age 12 in the NLSY97, for the entire sample and separately by race.
Only about half of all youth lived with both biological parents at age 12.
Among the remainder of the sample, about two-thirds (or one-third of
the overall sample) lived with a mother who was either currently married to someone other than the youth’s father or who had been married
in the past (but did not currently live with her spouse). Only about 6
percent of all youth lived at age 12 with a mother who had never been
married, and just over 10 percent lived either with their fathers only or
with other adults (including grandparents or foster parents).
Comparing across racial groups, Hispanic youth in the sample were
in households broadly similar in structure to those of young whites,
though with a somewhat higher percentage of never-married mothers
(about 7 versus 2 percent, respectively). In contrast, young blacks are
much more likely than young whites or Hispanics to live in households
with never-married mothers: roughly one-fifth of all young blacks at
age 12 lived with mothers who had never been married. Almost onefourth of young blacks lived with mothers who were currently married
to men other than the sample members’ own fathers, and just under a
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Table 3.1 Household Structure at Age 12, Total and by Race (%)
All races Whites Blacks Hispanics
At age 12, sample member lived with
Both biological parents
50.93
57.32
20.21
52.02
Mother, never married
5.70
2.14
20.92
7.39
Mother, had been married, no
14.74
13.82
18.47
15.46
spouse in household
Mother and her spouse
18.30
17.53
23.56
16.19
Father
4.81
4.91
4.69
4.33
Other
5.53
4.27
12.15
4.61
Sample size
7,323
3,910
1,908
1,505
NOTE: Sample includes all available NLSY97 respondents.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.

fifth (18 percent) lived with mothers who had been married but did not
have a spouse in the household. Just over one-fifth of young blacks
lived with both biological parents at age 12. Finally, about 5 percent
of young blacks lived with their fathers only (a comparable percentage
to those of young whites and Hispanics), while about 12 percent lived
with other adults (a higher percentage than whites or Hispanics).
Though these are cross-sectional results, other sources (such as the
census or the Current Population Survey) have documented growth
over time in single parenthood (especially from the 1960s through the
1980s) among all racial groups, and especially among blacks. For instance, the 1960 decennial census indicated that only 2 percent of black
children lived with a never-married parent, while 67 percent lived with
a married couple, who in the vast majority of cases were their own biological parents (Ellwood and Crane 1990).11
The very high incidence of single parenthood in the black community and its rise over time suggest that at least part of the persistence of
large gaps in educational and employment outcomes (as well as participation in risky behaviors) between young blacks and others might be attributable to these changes in family background. Effects of household
structure are likely to reflect differences in household income, which
(all else being equal) should be lower in single-parent than in twoparent families. It is also likely that differences in household income—
and, more broadly, in youth outcomes and behaviors—are attributable
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to other characteristics of youth and their families that are correlated
with household income but not necessarily caused by it.
In the next two tables we show summary statistics, conditional on
household structure, for average family income (Table 3.2) and mother’s educational attainment (Table 3.3). Table 3.2 shows that the average family incomes of youth are strongly correlated with their household structures. In particular, the average annual parental income of
young people who live with both biological parents is highest, at almost
$74,000 per year. In contrast, those living with divorced or remarried
mothers, or with fathers or other adults, have family incomes that are 46
to 64 percent lower (i.e., approximately $34,000 to $47,000 per year).
And those living with never married mothers have by far the lowest of
all family incomes, averaging about $19,000 per year.
We find similar patterns within each racial group, but a few notable
differences across the groups. Family income for young blacks and Hispanics is lower, on average, than for whites, regardless of household
structure. For instance, blacks or Hispanics living with both biological
parents have family incomes only 58 to 63 percent of family incomes
for white youth. Within other categories of household structure, family income for blacks and Hispanics is lower than for white youth by
Table 3.2 Average Family Income for Various Household Structures,
Total and by Race ($)
All races Whites Blacks Hispanics
At age 12, sample member lived with
Both biological parents
73,785 79,785 50,005 46,222
Mother, never married
19,277 28,760 15,180 17,030
Mother, had been married, no
34,340 40,119 22,078 22,127
spouse in household
Mother and her spouse
47,033 53,822 31,762 32,267
Father
45,372 48,661 33,732 39,391
Other
38,962 52,693 20,130 26,374
Sample size
6,675
3,393
1,818
1,464
NOTE: Family income is a two-year average of parental income when the youth turned
14 to 15 years old (for sample members born in 1982–1984) or 16 to 17 (for sample
members born in 1980–1981). Created from parent interviews in Round 1 and income
updates through Round 5.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.
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comparable amounts. But young blacks growing up with never-married
mothers have the lowest family incomes of any group, at roughly
$15,000 per year, well under one-third of family income for black youth
in households with both biological parents—the greatest relative gap
among any two household categories within any racial group.
If anything, the association between household structure and family income may be understated here because of the differences in timing between the measurement of household structure and that of family
income, and by reporting errors, as noted earlier. Nevertheless, these
associations imply that household income is likely to be an important
mechanism through which parental structure affects youth and young
adult outcomes. Prior research has documented relationships between
household income and a wide range of outcomes observed among children, youth, and adults; debates remain, however, over the extent to
which these effects are driven by income itself or by other attributes of
households that are correlated with income (Duncan 2005; Mayer 1997).
Also open to question is the degree to which differences in household
structure cause differences in family income, or whether differences in
income are simply reflective of other personal characteristics that drive
both structure and income.
The strong association between household structure and maternal
educational attainment is shown in Table 3.3. Among youth living with
never-married mothers, about one-third of their mothers are high school
dropouts (or had a GED). In contrast, among sample members living
with both biological parents, only one-tenth of their mothers are high
school dropouts. Maternal education for other household structures
falls somewhere in between. Similarly, among youth who live with both
biological parents, more than 30 percent of their mothers have at least a
bachelor’s degree, while only 8 percent of mothers in the never-married
category do. In results available from the authors, similar patterns can
also be observed within each racial group, though the dropout rate for
mothers of black youths living in never-married-mother households is
somewhat lower than that of white or Hispanic youth.12
The strong association between household structures and maternal
education implies that some of the observed relationships between those
structures and other outcomes among youth might be spurious. The
fact that we can measure maternal background and characteristics, and
can control for these in regression analysis, means that these correla-
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Table 3.3 Household Structure at Age 12, by Mother’s Educational
Attainment (%)
Dropout/
GED
At age 12, sample member
lived with
Both biological parents
Mother, never married
Mother, had been married,
no spouse in household
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Sample size

High
Bachelor’s
school Associate’s degree
diploma
degree
or more

Total

11.04
34.39
19.01

46.54
50.20
47.73

11.76
7.17
12.69

30.66
8.24
20.57

100
100
100

20.84
17.71
28.25
1,289

47.61
50.29
50.08
2,951

13.66
11.87
8.91
662

17.88
20.14
12.77
1,236

100
100
100
6,138

SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.

tions will not bias our estimates of the relationships between household
structure and youth outcomes. However, other correlates of household
structure might not be so easily observable (within our data or other
data) and could potentially bias these estimates to a greater extent.
Regression Estimates for Seven Key Outcomes
Table 3.4 presents coefficient estimates from regression models predicting the seven key outcomes. For each outcome, two specifications
(Equations 3.1 and 3.2) are estimated for each of four groups: 1) the full
sample of white, black, and Hispanic young adults; 2) black males and
females; 3) black males only; and 4) black females only. Thus, for each
outcome, Table 3.4 reports eight estimates for each household structure
category.
Overall, the results show that household structure is strongly correlated with almost every outcome considered here, even after controlling
for a range of individual and maternal characteristics as well as for family income. Furthermore, the estimated effects of household structure
for blacks are generally similar (in absolute magnitude) to those of the
full sample. But, for some key measures, we find estimated effects for
young black men that are greater than those for young black women or
other groups.
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Table 3.4 Effects of Household Structure on Outcomes, without and with Controls for Parental Income
Natural log of hourly wage
Full sample
Blacks
Black males
Black females
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)
Person or persons with whom
sample member lived at age 12a
Mother, never married
−0.042* −0.016
−0.046
−0.018
−0.089* −0.064
−0.022
0.008
(0.022)
(0.023)
(0.035)
(0.035)
(0.048)
(0.048)
(0.051)
(0.052)
Mother, had been married, no
−0.043** −0.015
−0.050
−0.018
−0.080
−0.050
−0.030
0.002
spouse in household
(0.020)
(0.021)
(0.036)
(0.037)
(0.054)
(0.056)
(0.050)
(0.052)
Mother and her spouse
−0.010
0.005
−0.056
−0.039
−0.060
−0.043
−0.054
−0.036
(0.018)
(0.018)
(0.035)
(0.034)
(0.047)
(0.046)
(0.050)
(0.049)
Father
−0.011
0.003
0.000
0.017
−0.057
−0.029
0.024
0.032
(0.036)
(0.036)
(0.059)
(0.060)
(0.065)
(0.066)
(0.105)
(0.109)
Other
−0.042
−0.022
−0.016
0.014
−0.024
0.007
−0.001
0.025
(0.028)
(0.028)
(0.046)
(0.046)
(0.060)
(0.060)
(0.067)
(0.067)
Average family income included
no
yes
no
yes
no
yes
no
yes
Observations
5,849
5,849
1,493
1,493
679
679
814
814
R-squared
0.088
0.093
0.099
0.108
0.085
0.096
0.130
0.138
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Full sample
(1)
(2)
Person or persons with whom
sample member lived at age 12a
Mother, never married
−2.621***
(1.014)
−2.669***
Mother, had been married, no
spouse in household
(0.761)
Mother and her spouse
−0.649
(0.673)
Father
−0.280
(1.335)
Other
−2.894**
(1.169)
Average family income included
no
Observations
7,085
R-squared
0.059

−1.573
(1.047)
−1.999**
(0.789)
−0.312
(0.679)
−0.266
(1.330)
−2.344**
(1.179)
yes
7,085
0.065

Blacks
(1)

−2.334
(1.552)
−4.332***
(1.609)
−2.176
(1.560)
1.382
(3.138)
−3.206
(2.066)
no
1,942
0.048

Weeks worked
Black males
(2)
(1)
(2)

−1.768
(1.631)
−3.794**
(1.665)
−1.871
(1.575)
1.677
(3.157)
−2.678
(2.112)
yes
1,942
0.050

−4.808**
(2.255)
−7.310***
(2.386)
−3.863*
(2.272)
2.862
(3.848)
−7.286**
(3.089)
no
910
0.062

−3.257
(2.335)
−5.735**
(2.431)
−2.846
(2.255)
4.109
(3.852)
−5.533*
(3.190)
yes
910
0.070

Black females
(1)
(2)

−0.038
(2.163)
−1.556
(2.224)
−0.479
(2.120)
−3.286
(4.960)
0.479
(2.616)
no
1,032
0.059

−0.228
(2.263)
−1.928
(2.309)
−0.813
(2.145)
−3.666
(5.087)
0.155
(2.667)
yes
1,032
0.062
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Table 3.4 (continued)
Full sample
(1)
(2)
Person or persons with whom
sample member lived at age 12a
Mother, never married
Mother, had been married, no
spouse in household
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Average family income included
Observations
R-squared

0.158***
(0.023)
0.140***
(0.016)
0.094***
(0.014)
0.098***
(0.029)
0.106***
(0.024)
no
7,115
0.138

0.108***
(0.024)
0.099***
(0.016)
0.071***
(0.014)
0.085***
(0.029)
0.074***
(0.024)
yes
7,115
0.154

High school dropout/GED
Blacks
Black males
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)

0.124***
(0.033)
0.110***
(0.030)
0.039
(0.029)
0.039
(0.053)
0.090**
(0.039)
no
1,964
0.155

0.088**
(0.034)
0.078**
(0.032)
0.021
(0.029)
0.026
(0.052)
0.061
(0.040)
yes
1,964
0.164

0.144*** 0.095*
(0.049)
(0.053)
0.139*** 0.100**
(0.047)
(0.049)
0.011
−0.010
(0.044)
(0.044)
0.133
0.120
(0.081)
(0.079)
0.104*
0.058
(0.060)
(0.063)
no
yes
923
923
0.156
0.169

Black females
(1)
(2)

0.112*** 0.084**
(0.040)
(0.042)
0.085**
0.056
(0.037)
(0.040)
0.062*
0.047
(0.034)
(0.035)
−0.061
−0.079
(0.060)
(0.061)
0.093**
0.073
(0.047)
(0.048)
no
yes
1,041
1,041
0.167
0.176
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Enrolled in four-year college or not enrolled, bachelor’s degree or more
Full sample
Blacks
Black males
Black females
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)
Person or persons with whom
sample member lived at age 12a
Mother, never married
−0.164***
(0.018)
Mother, had been married, no −0.152***
spouse in household
(0.016)
Mother and her spouse
−0.147***
(0.015)
Father
−0.174***
(0.028)
Other
−0.146***
(0.022)
Average family income included
no
Observations
7,115
R-squared
0.199

−0.119***
(0.018)
−0.100***
(0.016)
−0.116***
(0.015)
−0.146***
(0.027)
−0.108***
(0.022)
yes
7,115
0.219

−0.153***
(0.030)
−0.114***
(0.033)
−0.099***
(0.033)
−0.071
(0.059)
−0.122***
(0.036)
no
1,964
0.139

−0.109***
(0.032)
−0.072**
(0.035)
−0.077**
(0.033)
−0.056
(0.058)
−0.086**
(0.037)
yes
1,964
0.152

−0.124***
(0.039)
−0.112**
(0.044)
−0.040
(0.045)
−0.071
(0.076)
−0.105**
(0.046)
no
923
0.119

−0.117***
(0.040)
−0.110**
(0.045)
−0.041
(0.045)
−0.078
(0.077)
−0.102**
(0.046)
yes
923
0.121

−0.183***
(0.046)
−0.120**
(0.051)
−0.151***
(0.047)
−0.103
(0.098)
−0.143***
(0.055)
no
1,041
0.168

−0.105**
(0.049)
−0.038
(0.053)
−0.109**
(0.048)
−0.061
(0.093)
−0.086
(0.056)
yes
1,041
0.203
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Table 3.4 (continued)
ASVAB
Full sample
(1)
(2)
Person or persons with whom
sample member lived at age 12a
Mother, never married
−9.838***
(1.229)
Mother, had been married, no
−7.621***
spouse in household
(1.005)
Mother and her spouse
−5.594***
(0.975)
Father
−5.704***
(1.853)
Other
−6.857***
(1.504)
Average family income included
no
Observations
6,780
R-squared
0.328

−5.874***
(1.238)
−3.869***
(1.028)
−3.486***
(0.966)
−4.152**
(1.815)
−4.298***
(1.506)
yes
6,780
0.346

Blacks
(1)

(2)

−8.217***
(1.821)
−7.456***
(1.933)
−3.461*
(1.858)
−3.747
(3.323)
−5.356**
(2.210)
no
1,793
0.206

−4.258**
(1.816)
−3.502*
(1.933)
−1.379
(1.789)
−1.479
(3.056)
−2.108
(2.228)
yes
1,793
0.240

Black males
(1)
(2)

−8.833***
(2.561)
−9.625***
(2.718)
−3.199
(2.661)
−1.586
(4.460)
−6.552**
(3.038)
no
869
0.178

−5.035**
(2.506)
−6.043**
(2.658)
−0.885
(2.565)
0.579
(4.224)
−2.913
(3.074)
yes
869
0.214

Black females
(1)
(2)

−7.631***
(2.477)
−5.461**
(2.701)
−3.883
(2.414)
−8.735*
(4.857)
−5.061*
(3.050)
no
924
0.246

−3.014
(2.510)
−0.866
(2.752)
−1.734
(2.353)
−5.494
(4.561)
−2.040
(3.114)
yes
924
0.282
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Full sample
(1)
(2)
Person or persons with whom
sample member lived at age 12a
Mother, never married
Mother, had been married, no
spouse in household
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Average family income included
Observations
R-squared

0.105***
(0.023)
0.080***
(0.015)
0.072***
(0.015)
0.066**
(0.029)
0.085***
(0.025)
no
7,129
0.134

0.079***
(0.023)
0.056***
(0.016)
0.059***
(0.015)
0.056*
(0.029)
0.067***
(0.025)
yes
7,129
0.138

Unmarried with a child
Blacks
Black males
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)

0.089**
(0.036)
0.144***
(0.036)
0.065*
(0.034)
0.084
(0.066)
0.107**
(0.044)
no
1,960
0.110

0.055
(0.037)
0.109***
(0.037)
0.045
(0.035)
0.062
(0.066)
0.077*
(0.044)
yes
1,960
0.117

0.086*
(0.050)
0.167***
(0.052)
0.058
(0.046)
0.100
(0.092)
0.147**
(0.066)
no
918
0.070

0.068
(0.053)
0.151***
(0.053)
0.048
(0.048)
0.088
(0.092)
0.128*
(0.068)
yes
918
0.075

Black females
(1)
(2)

0.098*
(0.053)
0.122**
(0.052)
0.077
(0.051)
0.100
(0.099)
0.079
(0.058)
no
1,042
0.119

0.048
(0.054)
0.069
(0.054)
0.047
(0.051)
0.066
(0.096)
0.042
(0.059)
yes
1,042
0.132
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Table 3.4 (continued)
Full sample
(1)
(2)
Person or persons with whom
sample member lived at age 12a
Mother, never married
Mother, had been married, no
spouse in household
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Average family income included
Observations
R-squared

0.075***
(0.014)
0.047***
(0.010)
0.050***
(0.009)
0.027
(0.017)
0.071***
(0.016)
no
7,208
0.286

0.067***
(0.014)
0.039***
(0.010)
0.046***
(0.009)
0.023
(0.017)
0.066***
(0.016)
yes
7,208
0.287

Ever incarcerated
Blacks
Black males
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)

0.079***
(0.018)
0.054***
(0.018)
0.040**
(0.016)
0.047
(0.037)
0.073***
(0.024)
no
2,028
0.367

0.073***
(0.019)
0.049***
(0.018)
0.037**
(0.016)
0.045
(0.038)
0.069***
(0.025)
yes
2,028
0.368

0.149***
(0.035)
0.078**
(0.031)
0.054*
(0.030)
0.077
(0.060)
0.164***
(0.047)
no
981
0.383

Black females
(1)
(2)

0.134*** 0.019
(0.037)
(0.015)
**
0.065
0.037**
(0.032)
(0.016)
0.048
0.021
(0.030)
(0.015)
0.072
0.033
(0.060)
(0.038)
0.151*** −0.003
(0.048)
(0.017)
yes
no
981
1,047
0.385
0.150

0.019
(0.015)
0.039**
(0.018)
0.022
(0.014)
0.036
(0.037)
−0.001
(0.018)
yes
1,047
0.154
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NOTE: Robust standard errors clustered by family are shown in parentheses. Variables are measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97, from
October 2004 to July 2005. Average family income is measured from ages 14 to 15 for the 1982–1984 birth cohorts and from 16 to 17
for the 1980–1981 birth cohorts. Control variables include respondent’s age at Round 8 interview, mother’s age when she had her first
child, whether mother is an immigrant, number of siblings in the respondent’s household at age 16, mother’s educational attainment,
mother’s hours worked, and month of Round 8 interview. Missing data dummies were included for all explanatory variables except for
race/gender. Statistical significance is denoted as follows: * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.
a
The household structure category of sample members living with two biological parents is the omitted category in the regressions.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.
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Results for the first outcome shown—the natural log of hourly
wages—are an exception to the more general conclusion just stated:
in these models, contrary to our general results, the estimated relationships between household structure and hourly wages are seldom statistically significant. The coefficients are generally negative (as predicted)
but statistically significant in only three cases (all of which become
insignificant when controlling for family income). The first two cases
involve, for the full sample, young adults who lived at age 12 with
mothers who either had never married or did not live with their spouses.
In either case, these young adults earn up to 4 percent less than those
who grew up with both biological parents. The third case involves black
male youth living with a never-married mother; these youth had wages
that were 9 percent lower.
The relationships observed between household structure and weeks
worked is somewhat stronger. For instance, youth who lived with nevermarried or previously married mothers (as well as those living with
other adults) generally work two to three fewer weeks per year than
those who lived with both biological parents, which represents a substantively significant decline in work effort (relative to the mean of 39
weeks worked reported in Chapter 2).
But compared to these relatively weak associations with labor market measures, the estimated relationships between household structure and educational outcomes of youth, as well as between household
structure and the tendency of youth to be unmarried with a child or
ever incarcerated, are considerably stronger. In almost all cases, those
growing up with any household structure (and especially with nevermarried mothers) other than two biological parents present have worse
outcomes on average than those who are in households with both biological parents. The estimated partial correlations (controlling for several important characteristics of mothers and youth) are relatively large
in many cases.
For instance, the results for the full sample indicate that the likelihood of being a high school dropout is 11 to 16 percentage points
higher for those who lived with never-married mothers, 10 to 14 points
higher for those who lived with previously married mothers, and 7 to
11 points higher for those who lived in some other situation. Given that
dropouts constitute about 15 percent of all youth in this sample, these
are very large estimated relationships. The likelihood of being enrolled
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in or having completed at least a four-year college degree is 10 to 17
percentage points lower for those youth who did not live with both biological parents than for those who did, relative to a mean of just under
30 percent. ASVAB percentile scores are, on average, 5.9 to 9.8 points
lower for youth in never-married-mother households, and 3.5 to 7.6
points lower for those in other categories compared with having both
biological parents present; these too constitute relatively large effects.
Youth who lived with never-married mothers are 8 to 11 percentage
points more likely to have children of their own outside of marriage,
while those in other categories are 6 to 9 percentage points more likely
to do so than those growing up with both biological parents (relative
to a mean of 19 percent for the sample). And those living with nevermarried mothers are 7 to 8 percentage points more likely to have been
incarcerated at some point (recall that the sample mean was actually 6
percent).
Comparing coefficients across specifications 1 and 2 in Table 3.4
for each outcome shows some variation in the extent to which household income accounts for the estimated statistical relationships between
household structure and outcomes. Typically, those estimated relationships are reduced by 25 percent or more. In some cases, the estimated
magnitudes of the coefficients on household structure are reduced more
substantially; for instance, up to 40 percent of the negative effects on
weeks worked or ASVAB associated with growing up with a nevermarried mother are accounted for by reduced family income. Yet for
most of the outcomes shown in Table 3.4, the estimated relationships
with household structures remain substantively and statistically significant, even after controlling for parental income.
Measured family income here thus accounts for a bit less of the
estimated effects of household structure than it has in some other studies (e.g., McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). Perhaps this reflects the
extensive set of controls for maternal characteristics (including hours
worked) contained in both specifications. It is also possible that the differences in timing and measurement error reduced the observed effects
of income on these outcomes, though it is unlikely that either of these
effects would be very large.13 Most likely, the negative observed relationships between household structure and outcomes work through
another set of mediating factors, which may or may not be causal.
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Table 3.4 also shows the estimated relationships of household structure and each outcome, separately for blacks, black males, and black
females. These comparisons provide insight into whether estimated effects for blacks (for whom the concentration of youth in single-parent
households is greater) are different from those of whites and Hispanics.
Most noteworthy is the general similarity of estimates (in magnitude)
for blacks in Table 3.4 to those for the full sample—a finding consistent
with earlier evidence from Haurin (1992), McLanahan and Sandefur
(1994), and others.14
This is the case even though families without both biological parents present reach much further into the distribution of black families
than of white or Hispanic families. As noted above (endnote 12), maternal educational attainment of black youth in never-married-mother
households is somewhat greater than for white or Hispanic youth, as
more black women fall into that category. And yet it appears that the
estimated consequences of such parenthood for black youth may be just
as negative as for youth of other races. When combined with the much
greater incidence of single parenthood in black families, these findings
suggest important effects of household structure on outcomes for young
blacks relative to other groups and over time, as we indicate below.
Furthermore, estimates of household structure on outcomes separately for black males and black females are generally similar to those
of the full sample. Notable exceptions are observed in the relationships
with weeks worked and with incarceration, in which the estimated effects for black men are much larger than those for black women or other
groups. The results thus imply that the deteriorating employment rates
and rising incarceration rates of young black men over time reflect, at
least to some extent, their much greater tendencies to grow up with
single parents.
To focus on some key results from Table 3.4, coefficient estimates
are presented graphically for a subset of four outcomes. First, results
from regressions predicting the outcome of high school dropout/GED
are shown in Figure 3.1, Panel A. Specifically, the figure shows coefficient estimates (expressed in percentage points) for household structures of never-married mothers, and of mothers who had previously
been married. Recall that the comparison group is the household structure of both biological parents. The estimates are shown for two specifi-
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Figure 3.1 Effects of Household Structure on Outcomes, without and
with Controls for Parental Income
Panel A: High school dropout/GED (percentage points)
Mother never marrieda
Mother had been married, no spouse in HHa
Mother never marriedb
Mother had been married, no spouse in HHb

18.0
16.0

***
15.8

***
14.4 ***
13.9

***
14.0

14.0

***
12.4

12.0

***
10.8

10.0

***
11.2

***
11.0
***
9.9

**
8.8

8.0

**
* 10.0
9.5

** **
8.5 8.4

**
7.8

5.6

6.0
4.0
2.0
0.0
Full sample

Blacks

Black males

Black females

Panel B: Unmarried with a child (percentage points)
18.0

***
16.7
***
15.1

16.0
***
14.4

14.0
**
12.2

12.0

***
10.9

***
10.5

10.0
8.0

**
8.9

*** ***
8.0 7.9

*
9.8
*
8.6
6.9

6.8

6.0

***
5.6

5.5
4.8

4.0
2.0
0.0
Full sample
a
b

Blacks

Black males

Black females

Without controls for parental income.
With controls for parental income.
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Figure 3.1 (continued)
Panel C: Ever incarcerated (percentage points)
16.0
Mother never marrieda
Mother had been married, no spouse in HHa
Mother never marriedb
Mother had been married, no spouse in HHb

14.0

***
14.9
***
13.4

12.0
10.0
8.0
6.0

***
7.9

***
7.5

***
5.4

***
4.7

**
7.8

***
7.3

***
6.7

**
6.5
***
4.9

***
3.9

4.0

**
3.9

**
3.7
1.9

1.9

2.0
0.0
Full sample

Blacks

Black males

Black females

Panel D: Weeks worked (number of weeks)
Full sample

Blacks

Black males

0.0

Black females
−0.04

−0.2

−1.0
−1.6

−2.0
−3.0

−2.6 −2.7
*** ***

−2.0
**

−1.9

−2.3
−3.3

−4.0
−5.0

−1.6

−1.8

−4.3
***

−3.8
**
−4.8
**
−5.7
**

−6.0
−7.0
−8.0

−7.3
***

NOTE: Coefficients are from Table 3.4. Regression variables are measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97,
from October 2004 to July 2005. Average family income is measured for ages 14 to 15 for the
1982–1984 birth cohorts and 16 to 17 for the 1980–1981 birth cohorts. Control variables include
respondent’s age at Round 8 interview, mother’s age when she had her first child, whether mother is
an immigrant, number of siblings in the respondent’s household at age 16, mother’s educational attainment, mother’s hours worked, month of Round 8 interview, and respondent’s household structure
at age 12. Missing data dummies were included for all explanatory variables except for race/gender.
Statistical significance is denoted as follows: * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.
a
Without controls for parental income.
b
With controls for parental income.
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cations (without and then with controls for parental income) separately
for each of four samples (the full sample, blacks, black males, and black
females). The same type of information is shown in the remaining panels of Figure 3.1, with Panel B showing estimates from regressions predicting whether the sample member was unmarried with a child, Panel
C showing estimates from regressions predicting whether the sample
member was ever incarcerated, and Panel D showing estimates from
regressions predicting the number of weeks worked.
Observed differences in household structure, of course, may account for racial gaps in the employment, educational, and behavioral
outcomes examined here. We address this issue in Table 3.5 for each
of the seven outcomes. The first specification shows differences in outcomes by race and gender with no control for household structure but
conditional on a number of sample member and maternal characteristics
(listed in the table’s endnote). Next, the second and third specifications
show differences by race and gender, adding in household structure covariates (specification 2) and then adding controls for family income
(specification 3). These latter two specifications correspond to those
shown in Table 3.4 for the full sample.
Consistent with the findings in Chapter 2, Table 3.5 shows strong
differences by race and gender in virtually every measured outcome,
even when controlling for a number of individual and maternal characteristics in the first specification. Yet some outcome differences by
race and gender can be largely accounted for by differences in household structure. For instance, differences in the likelihood of enrolling
in and completing college between young white and black men largely
disappear when we control for household structure.15 Differences in
dropping out of high school disappear once parental income is included
as a control. Because the ability of household structure and income to
account for racial differences in academic achievement (as measured
by the ASVAB) appears more limited, their estimated effects on differences in educational attainment likely work through other mechanisms
as well, such as youth attitudes or behaviors. The estimated effects of
household structure on incarceration were large (Table 3.4), and they
were consistent with the view that attitudinal and behavioral effects of
single parenthood on youth are substantial; indeed, in Table 3.5 half or
more of the racial differences among men are accounted for by including controls for household structure and parental income.
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How much deterioration over time in employment, educational, and
risky behavioral outcomes for blacks is predicted by the changes in
family structure that have been observed since 1960—i.e., during the
overall period in which family structure changed quite dramatically in
the black community? We use estimates of these changes between 1960
and 1996, along with estimated coefficients from specification 1 for the
black subsample in Table 3.4, to predict such changes.16
The results appear in Table 3.6. They suggest that the large changes
over time in the structure of black households have only modestly affected labor market outcomes, reducing wages by about 2 percent and
weeks worked by about one week. But the predicted changes in educational attainment and performance are larger. The calculations suggest
that changes in household structure for blacks have added 4 percentage
points to their high school dropout rates and reduced college attendance
or completion by 5 percentage points, relative to means of 28 and 15
percent respectively for black males and 19 and 21 percent for black
females, (Table 2.2).17 The changes’ effect on ASVAB percentile scores
(2.7 points) is relatively modest in comparison to means among young
blacks at roughly the thirtieth percentile (Table 2.3). They raise unmarried childbearing by about 4 percentage points (a somewhat modest
increase in comparison to the black female mean of 48 percent or the
black male mean of 31 percent shown in Table 2.4), but by adding over
2 percentage points to the incarceration rate of black men (at 15 percent
in Table 2.5), they contribute a nontrivial amount to a costly phenomenon in the black community and in society.
Of course, there have been other, more positive developments in the
family backgrounds of blacks in this time period (such as rising parental
education and incomes) that have offset these predicted declines. But
the results of Table 3.6 suggest that, absent the changes that occurred
in black family structure between 1960 and 1996, the educational progress of the black community would have been significantly greater than
it has been, while the rise in incarceration and participation in other
risky behaviors among young blacks over time would not have been so
great.
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Natural log of hourly wage
(1)
(2)
(3)
Race/gender
Black male

−0.105***
(0.019)
Hispanic male
0.003
(0.022)
White female
−0.162***
(0.017)
Black female
−0.188***
(0.019)
Hispanic female
−0.140***
(0.022)
Household structure included
no
Average family income included
no
Observations
5,849
0.087
R-squared

−0.093***
(0.020)
0.007
(0.022)
−0.161***
(0.017)
−0.175***
(0.020)
−0.135***
(0.022)
yes
no
5,849
0.088

−0.075***
(0.020)
0.018
(0.022)
−0.162***
(0.017)
−0.157***
(0.020)
−0.121***
(0.022)
yes
yes
5,849
0.093

(1)

Weeks worked
(2)

−7.538***
(0.820)
0.979
(0.879)
−1.975***
(0.585)
−7.184***
(0.774)
−4.525***
(0.897)
no
no
7,085
0.056

−6.886***
(0.839)
1.105
(0.879)
−1.936***
(0.584)
−6.494***
(0.803)
−4.267***
(0.900)
yes
no
7,085
0.059

(3)

High school dropout/GED
(1)
(2)
(3)

−6.207***
0.074***
0.035**
(0.854)
(0.017)
(0.018)
1.506*
0.022
0.014
(0.884)
(0.019)
(0.019)
−1.928*** −0.024** −0.028***
(0.581)
(0.011)
(0.011)
−5.773*** −0.011
−0.052***
(0.817)
(0.015)
(0.016)
−3.807*** −0.040** −0.053***
(0.908)
(0.019)
(0.019)
yes
no
yes
yes
no
no
7,085
7,115
7,115
0.065
0.119
0.138

0.002
(0.018)
−0.007
(0.019)
−0.029***
(0.011)
−0.086***
(0.016)
−0.077***
(0.019)
yes
yes
7,115
0.154
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Enrolled in four-year
college or not enrolled,
bachelor’s degree or more
(1)
(2)
(3)
Race/gender
Black male

−0.062*** −0.017
0.015
(0.016)
(0.016)
(0.017)
Hispanic male
−0.066*** −0.057*** −0.035*
(0.018)
(0.018)
(0.018)
White female
0.078***
0.083***
0.084***
(0.015)
(0.014)
(0.014)
Black female
0.005
0.052***
0.083***
(0.017)
(0.017)
(0.017)
Hispanic female
−0.023
−0.011
0.015
(0.019)
(0.019)
(0.019)
Household structure included
no
yes
yes
Average family income included
no
no
yes
Observations
7,115
7,115
7,115
0.177
0.199
0.219
R-squared

(1)

ASVAB
(2)

(3)

−22.709***
(1.053)
−12.632***
(1.307)
2.047**
(0.835)
−18.601***
(1.045)
−11.760***
(1.321)
no
no
6,780
0.316

−20.309***
(1.086)
−12.031***
(1.302)
2.249***
(0.829)
−16.092***
(1.081)
−10.934***
(1.310)
yes
no
6,780
0.328

−17.751***
(1.081)
−10.164***
(1.275)
2.229***
(0.822)
−13.539***
(1.076)
−8.911***
(1.296)
yes
yes
6,780
0.346

Unmarried with a child
(1)
(2)
(3)
0.143***
(0.017)
0.053***
(0.017)
0.076***
(0.011)
0.303***
(0.017)
0.162***
(0.020)
no
no
7,129
0.126

0.116***
(0.017)
0.046***
(0.017)
0.073***
(0.011)
0.274***
(0.017)
0.153***
(0.020)
yes
no
7,129
0.134

0.099***
(0.017)
0.035**
(0.017)
0.073***
(0.011)
0.256***
(0.018)
0.140***
(0.020)
yes
yes
7,129
0.138
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Table 3.5 (continued)
(1)
Race/gender
Black male
Hispanic male
White female
Black female
Hispanic female
Household structure included
Average family income
included
Observations
R-squared

Ever incarcerated
(2)
(3)

0.045***
0.028**
0.023*
(0.013)
(0.013)
(0.013)
0.015
0.013
0.009
(0.013)
(0.013)
(0.013)
−0.049*** −0.050*** −0.050***
(0.007)
(0.007)
(0.007)
−0.058*** −0.077*** −0.083***
(0.009)
(0.009)
(0.010)
−0.067*** −0.072*** −0.076***
(0.010)
(0.010)
(0.011)
no
yes
yes
no
no
yes
7,208
0.277

7,208
0.286

7,208
0.287

4/15/2009 10:51:43 AM

NOTE: Robust standard errors clustered by family are shown in parentheses. Variables are measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97, from
October 2004 to July 2005. Average family income is measured from ages 14 to 15 for the 1982–1984 birth cohorts and from 16 to 17 for
the 1980–1981 birth cohorts. Control variables include respondent’s age at Round 8 interview, mother’s age when she had her first child,
whether mother is an immigrant, number of siblings in the respondent’s household at age 16, mother’s educational attainment, mother’s
hours worked, and month of Round 8 interview. Missing data dummies were included for all explanatory variables except for race/gender.
“White male” is the omitted race/gender category in the regressions. For a description of specifications (1), (2), and (3), see bottom of
p. 67/top of p. 68. Statistical significance is denoted as follows: * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.
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Table 3.6 Predicted Changes in Outcomes for Blacks over Time (1960–1996) Due to Changes in Family Structure
Enrolled in
4-year college
High school or not enrolled,
Natural log of Weeks
dropout/
bachelor’s
Unmarried
Ever
hourly wage
worked
GED
degree or more ASVAB with a child incarcerated
Person or persons with
whom sample member
lived at age 12
Mother, never married
−0.009
−0.452
0.024
−0.030
−1.592
0.017
0.015
Mother, had been
−0.005
−0.437
0.011
−0.012
−0.752
0.015
0.005
married, no spouse
in household
Mother and her spouse
−0.006
−0.232
0.004
−0.011
−0.369
0.007
0.004
Total
−0.020
−1.121
0.039
−0.053
−2.713
0.039
0.024
NOTE: Cell entries are equal to the product of the approximate percentage-point change over time in each household structure category
(see endnote in the text) multiplied by the coefficient on household structure from column (1) for the category “Blacks” in Table 3.4.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.
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Are the Estimated Effects of Household Structure Causal?
The estimated coefficients of Tables 3.4 and 3.5, and the predicted
outcomes for blacks over time that appear in Table 3.6, imply substantial effects of household structure on a range of young adult outcomes.
But the possibility remains that instead of being causal, these effects
actually represent other unobserved characteristics of youth, their parents, and their households that are correlated with both household structure and the outcomes. While we use a more extensive set of control
variables for other parental characteristics (including maternal weeks
worked) than other studies, the likelihood remains that some important characteristics of parents or their children that are correlated with
household structure are still unobserved.
Our preferred method of dealing with this possible problem is to
estimate a series of fixed-effects models, based either on comparisons
between siblings or on comparisons over time for the same individual
(where multiple outcomes could be observed over time). The results of
all these tests appear in Table 3.7. Instead of showing each estimated
coefficient separately (the coefficients are mostly not statistically significant in these models anyway), we present the p-values for F tests on
joint significance of the household structure variables. We also present
two versions of the individual fixed-effects model, using either a twoyear or a three-year lag between the points in time at which household
structure and outcomes are measured for any individual. We do not control for household income in these equations.
The results for the sibling fixed-effects models show only two
outcome equations in which the household structure variables remain
jointly significant: those for being enrolled in or having completed a
four-year college degree and those for ASVAB test score percentiles.
These findings are consistent with the findings of Sandefur and Wells
(1999), who found family structure effects on years of schooling using
sibling fixed-effects models with data from the NLSY79.
Our fixed-effect results are somewhat stronger for the individual
fixed effects: significant results (at least at the 0.10 level) appear for
five out of six outcomes that could be measured over time using a twoyear lag between observations of household structure and outcomes,
and for three out of six using a three-year lag. Using either lag, we find
significant effects of household structure on weeks worked and both

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 80

4/15/2009 10:51:43 AM

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 81

Table 3.7 Fixed-Effect Regressions with Controls for Mother’s Background and Household Structure at Age 12
Sibling regressions
Individual regressions
P-value for F-test of
P-value for F-test of
P-value for F-test
whether household
whether household
of whether age 12
structure at interview
structure at interview
household structure Sample dummies (2-round Sample dummies (3-round Sample
dummies equal zero
size
lag) equal zero
size
lag) equal zero
size
Natural log of hourly wage
0.150
1,998
0.502
4,397
0.773
4,397
Weeks worked
0.312
2,862
0.000***
6,658
0.000***
6,658
*
High school dropout/GED
0.559
2,880
0.051
6,749
0.000***
6,749
**
***
***
Enrolled in four-year
0.021
2,880
0.000
6,749
0.000
6,749
college or not enrolled,
bachelor’s degree
or more
ASVAB
0.000***
3,010
Unmarried with a child
0.821
2,894
0.012**
5,380
0.424
5,380
Ever incarcerated
0.836
2,960
0.018**
6,627
0.217
6,627
NOTE: Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. Variables are measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97, from October 2004 to July
2005. Control variables such as respondent’s race/gender, respondent’s age at Round 8 interview, mother’s age when she had her first
child, whether mother is an immigrant, number of siblings in the respondent’s household at age 16, mother’s educational attainment,
mother’s hours worked, and month of Round 8 interview were included but not reported in this table. Missing data dummies were included for all explanatory variables except for race/gender. Statistical significance is denoted as follows: * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.
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of our measures of educational attainment (i.e., dropping out of high
school and attending or completing a degree at a four-year college). The
shorter lag also generates significant effects of household structure on
being unmarried with a child or being incarcerated.
In our view, the limitations of fixed-effects models for estimating
these results likely lead to estimates that are biased toward a finding of
no significant effect at all. In particular, the limitations are that a relatively small number of individuals or sibling pairs actually experience
changes in household structure in the relevant time period (especially
for the never-married mothers), and the time period during which any
such changes can generate observable changes in behavior or outcomes
is limited. Given that only two years in age separate the average pair
of siblings in our data, it is perhaps not surprising that few significant
results were observed for them; in contrast, the time periods over which
differences are observed in the individual models are longer, at four
years. But the fact that most of the individual fixed-effects in the twoyear lag (and some in the other models) are significant suggests that at
least some part of the estimated effects of household structure on youth
outcomes is causal. Based on these estimates, however, it is very difficult to say exactly how much.
Our inability to pin down causal magnitudes more precisely here is
a limitation of this work. Perhaps other estimation strategies, such as
instrumental variables, might be more successful (though we note our
own reservations about the use of these strategies to date in Chapter 1).
Nevertheless, showing that at least some parts of our estimated effects
are causal implies that the issue of household structure is a serious one,
and thus it is important to understand more about exactly what are the
mediating variables and mechanisms through which it works, as well as
its potentially offsetting effects.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, we present data on differences in household structure at age 12 for white, black, and Hispanic youth in the NLSY97. We
also estimate the effects of household structure on a set of seven employment, educational, and behavioral outcomes and show differences
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by race. Finally, we estimate sibling and individual fixed-effects models
to explore the extent to which the estimated effects are causal.
Our results suggest the following:
• Roughly one-half of all youth, and about four-fifths of black
youth, do not live with both of their biological parents at age 12.
• Youth living without both biological parents, and especially with
never-married mothers, are in households with substantially
lower incomes when growing up, though this at least partly reflects other differences in parental characteristics (such as lower
maternal education).
• Growing up without both biological parents is associated with
modest reductions in wages and weeks worked for young adults,
and more substantial reductions in educational attainment or
achievement for them, as well as greater participation in risky or
illegal behaviors.
• Lower family income accounts for less than half of these estimated effects in most cases.
• The greater tendency of young blacks to grow up in families
without both biological parents, and especially with nevermarried mothers, accounts for fairly large parts of the racial differences in educational attainment and some risky behaviors
among young men, and also for some of the limited progress (or
actual deterioration) over time for blacks in these outcomes.
• Fixed-effects regression models for these outcomes—either
across sibling pairs or over time for individuals—suggest that at
least some part of the estimated relationships between household
structure and these outcomes is causal, though we cannot infer
the exact magnitudes.
Overall, the fact that large fractions of youth—especially black
youth—grow up without both biological parents has negative implications for a range of outcomes during their teen and young adult years,
especially those involving education and risky behaviors. Recent trends
in household structure would appear to be at least partly responsible for
the persisting black-white gaps in educational attainment and achievement, as well as the cycle of unmarried childbearing and dramatic increases in crime and incarceration that have affected black youth in
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general and young black men in particular. These findings are consistent
with those of Sara McLanahan, Gary Sandefur, Daniel Lichter, Frank
Furstenberg, and others noted in Chapter 1.
Some words of caution, however, are in order. For one, our analysis
in this chapter does not explore the causes of household structure and its
trends among blacks and other racial groups. A large literature does this
elsewhere (see Chapter 1) and suggests that the causes of these trends
lie partly in labor market changes (such as declining wages of lesseducated men and rising relative wages of women) as well as in other
demographic and attitudinal changes. Drawing firm conclusions about
the possibly negative effects of these trends without understanding their
causes might lead one to prematurely advocate for certain changes in
behavior or policy that might not address the true causes.
Furthermore, it is likely—at least from the correlations we observe
between household structure and maternal education—that some parts
of the simple statistical relationships observed between household
structures and outcomes are not causal. While we can easily control for
maternal educational differences across individuals in our regression
equations, we likely cannot observe or control for all of the relevant differences between youth or their parents that might affect these outcomes
(such as the poorer families in which many single mothers themselves
grew up). And while the various fixed-effects models we estimate seem
to offer our best chance to account for these kinds of differences within
these data, their limitations have also been clearly noted above.
It is also important to note that, despite the important effects of
household structure on outcomes that we estimate, large racial gaps in
most of these outcomes remain even after controlling for racial differences in household structure. This is particularly true for the large racial
gaps in employment outcomes between young white and black men, but
is also true for various gaps in educational achievement, unmarried parenthood, and incarceration. To note those parts of the gaps in outcomes
for which we can account without acknowledging the parts for which
we cannot account would be misleading.
Having stated these caveats, the task remains of gaining a better understanding of the mechanisms through which single parenthood negatively affects outcomes for youth and young adults, especially among
blacks. If the disadvantages associated with growing up in single-parent
families mostly do not stem from their lower incomes, as our findings
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seem to show, what other factors are at play? To what extent do these
disadvantages grow out of parental attitudes and behaviors that might
themselves be at least partial products of single parenthood? Are the
true negative effects reinforced by other disadvantages—disadvantages
associated with characteristics unique to the families or parents themselves or to the neighborhoods in which they live? At the same time,
can these negative effects be offset by other choices and activities of
parents, as Furstenberg et al. (1999) imply?
We turn to these questions in the next chapter.

Notes
1. For example, using additional information from the household rosters, we estimate
that cohabiters make up just one-half of 1 percent of biological parent households
and 5 percent of unmarried mother households (a combined category of nevermarried and previously married).
2. When only one year of income information was available, information from that
year was used instead of setting the variable to missing.
3. We examined the correlations of single-year, two-year-average, and three-yearaverage income across different ages for available subsamples of youth. Singleyear correlations ranged from 0.6 to 0.7, with higher correlations in concurrent
years, as expected. Also as expected, correlations between two-year averages were
higher (0.7 to 0.9), and correlations among three-year averages were highest (0.8
to 0.9).
4. Ideally, we would measure number of siblings in the sample member’s household
at the same time that household structure is measured (i.e., at age 12) or as close as
possible to that age. Because of the age ranges of the youth initially surveyed, the
age closest to age 12 at which we can measure number of siblings (including step
and adoptive siblings) in the household, using the household rosters, is age 16.
5. The year 1996 corresponds to the time when sample members turned 12 to 16
years old. Whether maternal employment should be controlled for in all of these
equations is debatable, if this measure is itself heavily affected by single-parent
status. Our estimated outcome equations that do not include this control variable
are qualitatively similar, but they do show somewhat greater effects of household
income on the estimated household structure effects. These estimates are available
from the authors upon request.
6. We also ran the models using household structure at age 6, but the results were not
sensitive to this difference in timing.
7. Because it does not change over time, the outcome ASVAB is not estimated using
individual fixed effects.
8. Our reduced-form OLS equations did not specify a particular time period during
which household structure at age 12 should affect education, employment, and
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9.
10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

behavioral outcomes among youth and young adults. But with individual fixedeffects models, these timing choices must be made more explicitly, because the
exact timing of changes in household structure will now drive the changes in outcomes we seek to measure.
Of course, if the families that change household structure are not random, it is at
least possible for the bias to go in the opposite direction.
Sample weights are used in the summary statistics, but not in the regression
analyses.
Data from the NLSY79 and NLSY97 capture changes in household structure that
occurred only during the 1980s and early 1990s. Additional tabulations show that
the percentage of young blacks aged 14 to 18 at the time of the first survey round
(1979 and 1997, respectively) who did not live with both biological parents rose
from 59 percent to 73 percent between the two cohorts.
Among youth living with never-married mothers, 28.8 percent of black youth
have mothers who were high school dropouts, compared with 38.5 percent of
white youth and 46.1 percent of Hispanic youth.
The estimated influence of parental income was somewhat sensitive to the specific
time period used. Part of the difficulty is that a consistent two-year (or greater)
average family income cannot be calculated for all sample members across comparable years. Another part of the difficulty has to do with measurement error in
the variable. Of all the parental income measures we examined for the full sample,
the one we use in the estimated models has the greatest impact on reducing the
effects of household structure.
In a few cases, the estimated effects for blacks are larger; these include the effects of having a never-married or a divorced-but-not-remarried mother on wages,
and the effects of having a mother previously married but without a spouse on
weeks worked and on the probability of having a child outside of marriage. In a
variety of other cases, the estimated differences are a bit larger for the sample that
includes whites and Hispanics. Most of these differences in estimated effects are
only marginally significant at best, even though the Chow tests indicate statistically significant differences between equations estimated overall for blacks versus
nonblacks.
Differences in educational attainment between white and black females can be
inferred from comparisons between their coefficients (each measured relative to
white males) and how the differences change across specifications. The racial difference in dropout behavior among young women is smaller than among young
men, without and with the household controls, though the differences in college
attendance or completion between young white and young black women are also
narrowed significantly by these controls.
Our data on black family structure in 1960 are from Ellwood and Crane (1990).
The family structure categories they use for describing the living arrangements of
black children are “married couple,” “divorced, separated, or widowed parent,”
“never-married parent,” and “not with a parent.” Comparing their numbers for
1960 (in Table 1) with ours for 1996 (Table 3.1, above), and making some assumptions about the gender distribution of their single-parent categories, we infer
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that the fraction of black children living with both biological parents declined by
roughly 40 percentage points (from about 0.60 to 0.20) and rose in the “never
married,” “divorced,” and “remarried” mother categories by about 0.18, 0.10, and
0.12, respectively. The results in Table 3.7 are not very sensitive to small changes
in the distribution of the 40-percentage-point decline.
17. The means for the latter category were obtained by summing the portions in the
Table 2.2 categories for “not enrolled, bachelor’s degree” and “enrolled, four-year
college.”
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4
Other Correlates of
Household Structure and
Their Effects on Outcomes
The previous chapter showed strong statistical relationships between household structure and a range of employment, educational, and
behavioral outcomes of young adults—both for the full sample and for
the subgroup of blacks. While family income accounted for a considerable portion (up to 40 percent) of the effects of household structure on
outcomes, significant portions remained, both statistically and substantively. Results from fixed-effects models suggested some causal role for
household structure on outcomes, as well.
But how and why do household structures affect these outcomes?
What are the mechanisms that account for the weaker performance of
youth who have lived in single-parent households? Are these mechanisms themselves causal, and do they reflect causal effects of household
structure? Or are they just spuriously related to household structure and
to the outcomes themselves?
In this chapter, we further explore three types of household characteristics that are likely to be correlated both with household structure
and with the employment, educational, and behavioral outcomes we
examine. They are measures of 1) human capital enrichment, 2) parenting and home environment, and 3) neighborhood characteristics.
Using information from a subset of the NLSY97, we first show how
measures in each of the three categories are associated with household
structure. Next, we present regression models similar to those shown in
Chapter 3, but now with these three types of household characteristics
having been added. We show how the estimated effects of household
structure differ once these characteristics are included in the models.
We also show the joint influence of each of these three categories of
variables on the outcomes.
The evidence presented in this chapter indicates that the three sets
of household characteristics we examine do account for some of the
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statistical associations between household structure and outcomes.
Furthermore, these characteristics themselves are associated statistically, and in some cases substantively, with the outcomes we examine.
Thus, they help us better understand why the household structures in
which young people grow up might affect their later outcomes in life,
and they suggest how these effects might be addressed through policy
interventions.

SAMPLE AND MEASURES
The analysis in this chapter uses a subsample of NLSY97 respondents born from 1982 to 1984, who were mostly ages 20 to 22 at the
time of the Round 8 interview in 2004–2005. This sample restriction
is necessary because some of the additional measures we analyze were
collected (by survey design) only for these younger members of the
cohort.
The NLSY97 collects a rich set of information about sample members’ home and neighborhood environments and relationships with
parents and peers.1 We select a relatively small subset of 11 of these
variables for further investigation in this chapter. These reflect the three
overarching constructs of 1) human capital enrichment, 2) parenting
and home environment, and 3) neighborhood characteristics.
We examine the extent to which the 11 variables reduce the estimated associations between household structure and the various outcomes, as well as the extent to which they themselves provide explanatory power for these outcomes.
There are good theoretical reasons for believing that these three sets
of factors at least partly account for the observed effects of household
structure on youth outcomes, as we note below. But, within each construct, we also had to choose from among a wide variety of variables
in the NLSY that were conceptually similar and often fairly highly correlated with one another. As described further below, we selected 11
variables in all that had face validity for representing each construct,
were not too strongly correlated with each other, and were related to the
outcomes we examined (individually and as a group).
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Our intent was not, as has been successfully done elsewhere (Child
Trends 1999), to develop or use a composite index for different constructs, but instead to select a few representative measures in each area
that would be reasonable and readily interpretable. We acknowledge the
limitations of some of these measures and encourage future research
that would refine the measures and further investigate their relationships with household structure and the range of outcomes presented
here. Our work should thus be viewed as exploratory, rather than definitive, in some ways.
Why should these three sets of measures be related both to household structure and to youth outcomes? Regarding human capital, it appears that access to enriching and material resources early in life may
promote positive youth development and directly or indirectly influence
outcomes in early adulthood (e.g., Beltran, Das, and Fairlie 2006). To
reflect such human capital enrichment, we use three self-reported measures (variables 1 through 3) from the 1997 Round 1 of the NLSY97
(when respondents were generally 12 to 14 years old):
1) whether there was usually a computer in the home in the previous month,
2) whether there was a dictionary in the home in the previous
month, and
3) whether the youth spent any time taking extra classes or
lessons.2
Regarding parenting and the home environment, the literature points
to the importance of parents’ support of, connection to, and regulation
of their children (Barber and Olsen 1997; Dornbusch et al. 1987; Eccles
et al. 1997; Slicker 1998; Steinberg et al. 1992; Tepper 2001). Regulation includes monitoring or setting limits, as well as offering or imposing structure through activities such as enrolling the children in extracurricular classes or doing things together as a family. Furthermore,
the physical home environment—specifically, the orderliness of the
home—is related to educational and labor market outcomes, suggesting
that parents can influence noncognitive factors as well (Dunifon, Duncan, and Brooks-Gunn 2001). With variables 4 though 9, we examine
six measures of parenting and home environment, all self-reported by
the youth in Round 1 except where noted below. We measure:
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4) how supportive the youth perceived his or her mother or
mother figure to be (originally measured on a three-point scale,
which we standardized to have a mean of zero and variance of
one so that a one-unit increase in the variable corresponds with
a one-standard-deviation increase);
5) whether the youth perceived his or her mother to be strict
(compared to being permissive);
6) how much the youth thought his or her mother knew about
whom the youth was with when the youth was not at home
(measured on a five-point Likert scale, which we standardized
to have a mean of 0 and a variance of 1);
7) how well-kept the interior of the youth’s home was (as assessed by the interviewer on a three-point Likert scale, which
we standardized to have a mean of 0 and variance of 1);
8) the number of days in a typical week that housework got done
when it was supposed to; and
9) the number of days during a typical week that the family ate
dinner together (a measure of structure).3
Finally, the quality of the physical and social neighborhood in
which children and youth grow up may also affect their development
and their future opportunities (Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997;
Wilson 1987). With variables 10 and 11, we examine two measures of
neighborhood quality from Round 1 of the NLSY:4
10) the number of days a week that gunshots are not usually heard
(self-reported by the sample member);5 and
11) a measure of how well kept buildings were in the neighborhood where the youth lived (a subjective rating on a threepoint Likert scale by the interviewer, standardized to have a
mean of 0 and variance of 1).
For each of these three overarching constructs, there is reason to
believe that these measures will be correlated with household structure
as well as youth outcomes. For instance, single parents who themselves
are less educated and have weaker cognitive achievement might expose
their children to less human capital enrichment; their lower incomes
and other social ties might cause them to live in poorer neighborhoods;
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and they might be less able to supervise their children and maintain
orderly households, given the pressures of work and the instability of
their lives. Clearly, some of these correlations with household structure
might be spurious (especially those relating to human capital enrichment), some might reflect the lower incomes of these households (like
enrichment and neighborhood quality), and others might be truly causal
(especially those reflecting parenting and the home environment). With
these expectations, we turn to the estimation and empirical results.

ESTIMATED EQUATIONS
Following McLanahan and Sandefur (1994), Furstenberg et al.
(1999), and others, we build on the model specifications of Chapter 3
to now add the human capital, parenting and home environment, and
neighborhood variables just described:
(4.1)

Yi = f(HHi , Xi , Mi , Ii , Wi ) + εi ,

where Y, HH, X, M, and I are all defined as they were in Chapter 3. W
represents the set of household characteristics related to human capital
enrichment, parenting and home environment, and neighborhood characteristics. We control for family income and other characteristics in
Equation (4.1). Even so, the observed relationships between household
structure and these household characteristics may be spurious.
We acknowledge, of course, that the estimated effects of these three
sets of additional explanatory variables—like those of household structure—are not necessarily causal. Instead, we aim to produce a set of
conditional estimates of household structure and household characteristics, related to a range of young adult outcomes. These estimates illustrate the potential mediating effects of these characteristics, and they
also provide a sense of any remaining effects of household structure on
these outcomes. But in the next section we also consider some reasons
why these estimated effects might in part reflect causal relationships.
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EMPIRICAL RESULTS
This section first presents descriptive statistics on the 11 household
characteristics just described, separately by household structure for
the full sample as well as for the subgroup of black sample members.
Next, results from regression analyses that include these measures are
presented.6
Descriptive Statistics
Sample means for each of the 11 variables are shown in Table 4.1,
separately by household structure, both for the full sample and for the
black subgroup.7
Each of the measures of human capital enrichment, parenting, and
neighborhood characteristics shows clear associations with household
structure. For example, over 70 percent of all youth with both biological parents present report having a computer in the home, while only
about 21 percent of youth in households with never-married mothers
do so. Forty-two to 57 percent of youth living in other types of households generally report the presence of computers. Similar patterns are
observed for other enrichment measures, though with somewhat less
variation across the household categories. For instance, over 90 percent
of youth in each household type report having a dictionary, but the percentages range from 91 percent among households run by never-married
mothers to 98 percent among those with two biological parents present.
Similarly, the percentages of youth who report taking extra classes or
lessons range from about 18 percent in households headed by fathers
(with the biological mother not present) to 34 percent in households
with two biological parents.
With regard to the neighborhood quality measures, the average
youth in a household headed by a never-married mother reports not
hearing gunshots about 6 days a week, whereas those living with two
biological parents do not hear them about 6.7 days a week; also, interviewers report less well-kept buildings where the former live, relative
to the latter.
Parenting measures tell a similar, though somewhat more mixed,
story. For the full sample, youth in households with two biological par-
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ents report having supportive mothers (relative to the mean) while those
with never-married mothers report the opposite. The mothers perceived
as being least supportive are those of youth living with their fathers or
others, which is consistent with what one might expect. The association
between perceived maternal strictness and household structure is weaker, as never-married mothers are considered the most strict but those
previously married (with no spouse currently present) the least strict.
These associations correspond to previous research showing that strictness is often used by single parents to manage youth in harsh neighborhood environments (e.g., Furstenberg et al. 1999).
For the full sample, maternal knowledge of youth companions is
greatest in two-parent families and lowest among never-married mothers
and others (except for those youth living with their fathers). Homes appear best-kept in two-parent families and least-well-kept among nevermarried mothers, and a similar pattern is observed for the regularity
with which meals are eaten together. But the ability of parents to get
housework done follows a more mixed pattern.
As for racial differences in these measures, young blacks report
fewer computers, less safe neighborhoods, and stricter parenting within
each household category, compared to the full sample. Within the black
subgroup, for the most part the patterns of association between each
measure and household structure are similar to those of the full sample:
black youth living with two biological parents are the most likely to
have computers and dictionaries, are least likely to hear gunshots, most
likely to live where there are well-kept buildings on the street, and most
likely to have mothers who are knowledgeable about their companions.
For some measures, however, such as taking extra lessons or maternal
strictness, strong associations are not apparent.
Overall, the results of Table 4.1 show strong associations between
household structure and the human capital enrichments to which young
people have access, the home environment and parenting they experience, and the neighborhood environments in which they grow up.
Regression Estimates for Seven Key Outcomes
Table 4.2 shows coefficient estimates on household structure indicators for each of seven outcomes, with two specifications per outcome:
Equation (3.2), which controls for maternal characteristics and family
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Enrichment
In the past month,
has your home
usually had a
computer? (%)

Total
At age 12, sample member
lived with:
Both biological parents
Mother, never married
Mother, had been married,
no spouse in household
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Sample size
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Table 4.1 Means on Household and Parenting Characteristics by Household Structure at Age 12
Neighborhood

In a typical
In the past month,
week, did you
has your home
spend any time
usually had a
taking extra classes
dictionary? (%)
or lessons? (%)

In a typical week,
how many days
do you not hear
gunshots in your
neighborhood?

How well-kept
are the buildings
on the street where
the youth lives?
(mean = 0, var. = 1)

Full
sample

Blacks

Full
sample

Blacks

Full
sample

Blacks

Full
sample

Blacks

Full
sample

58.0

35.9

95.8

92.9

28.5

29.3

6.55

6.17

0.11

−0.36

72.1
20.9
46.0

53.4
20.1
34.6

98.0
91.1
94.3

99.3
92.9
91.4

33.7
22.7
26.8

28.6
28.7
28.3

6.65
6.05
6.59

6.39
5.74
6.07

0.34
−0.51
−0.13

−0.07
−0.71
−0.32

49.6
57.4
42.1
4,412

37.4
43.4
31.5
1,185

93.5
95.1
93.5
4,410

90.1
94.8
92.3
1,185

25.3
17.9
25.0
4,392

29.6
27.7
34.8
1,181

6.48
6.43
6.41
4,384

6.28
6.37
6.27
1,166

−0.01
−0.09
−0.07
3,910

−0.26
−0.37
−0.49
1,052

Blacks
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Parenting
Mother’s
knowledge of
respondent’s How well-kept is
Mother is
companions the interior of the
supportive
when she is not youth’s home?
(mean = 0,
home (mean = 0,
(mean = 0,
var. = 1)
Mother is strict
var. = 1)
var. = 1)
Full
Full
Full
Full
sample Blacks sample Blacks sample Blacks sample Blacks
Total
At age 12, sample member
lived with:
Both biological parents
Mother, never married
Mother, had been married,
no spouse in household
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Sample size

Number of
Number of
days per week days per week
housework gets
respondent
done when it is
eats dinner
supposed to?
with family?
Full
Full
sample Blacks sample Blacks

−0.05

−0.13

56.0

63.2

0.01

−0.08

0.05

−0.19

5.63

5.53

5.17

4.53

0.10
−0.17
−0.16

−0.06
−0.19
−0.11

57.1
62.3
50.1

63.1
65.3
63.7

0.12
−0.13
−0.04

0.04
−0.16
0.02

0.24
−0.37
−0.16

0.08
−0.52
−0.14

5.70
5.54
5.33

5.53
5.64
5.11

5.33
4.58
4.86

4.50
4.43
4.59

−0.13
0.00
−0.36a −0.47a
−0.33a −0.42a
4,259 1,140

54.4
61.8a
53.4a
4,250

60.6
62.0a
61.9a
1,138

−0.02 −0.08 −0.05
−0.42a −0.40a −0.31
−0.13a −0.28a −0.03
4.257 1,140 3,811

−0.11
−0.25
−0.41
1,026

5.71
5.58
5.70
4,373

5.82
5.66
5.49
1,163

5.20
5.21
5.33
4,376

4.56
4.39
4.84
1,164

NOTE: Table includes respondents born between 1982 and 1984.
a
Household structure is measured at age 12, but these youth were asked about these topics in Round 1, when some of them were older.
Therefore, some youth were living with their mothers or with mother figures by this time.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.
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Full sample
(1)
(2)
At age 12, sample member lived with:
Mother, never married
Mother, had been married, no spouse
in household
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Enrichment, neighborhood, and
parenting variables included
Observations
R-squared

Natural log of hourly wage
Blacks
Black males
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)

98
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Table 4.2 Effects of Household Structure on Outcomes: without and with Neighborhood and Parenting
Characteristics
Black females
(1)
(2)

0.000
(0.028)
0.006
(0.026)
0.036*
(0.022)
0.017
(0.050)
0.028
(0.035)
no

0.002
(0.028)
0.008
(0.026)
0.035
(0.022)
0.043
(0.055)
0.026
(0.035)
yes

−0.035
(0.044)
−0.016
(0.050)
−0.055
(0.043)
−0.017
(0.077)
0.045
(0.056)
no

−0.042
(0.047)
−0.016
(0.050)
−0.054
(0.044)
0.004
(0.088)
0.038
(0.058)
yes

−0.099*
(0.056)
−0.056
(0.068)
−0.050
(0.053)
−0.138*
(0.081)
−0.018
(0.060)
no

−0.117**
(0.055)
−0.048
(0.065)
−0.040
(0.052)
−0.100
(0.083)
−0.047
(0.057)
yes

0.021
(0.071)
0.017
(0.077)
−0.056
(0.067)
0.129
(0.141)
0.101
(0.093)
no

0.027
(0.076)
0.026
(0.079)
−0.050
(0.068)
0.116
(0.179)
0.090
(0.101)
yes

3,604
0.065

3,604
0.071

904
0.073

904
0.092

429
0.084

429
0.159

475
0.095

475
0.107
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Full sample
(1)
(2)
At age 12, sample member lived with:
Mother, never married
Mother, had been married, no spouse
in household
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Enrichment, neighborhood, and
parenting variables included
Observations
R-squared

Blacks
(1)

Weeks worked
Black males
(2)
(1)
(2)

Black females
(1)
(2)

−1.259
(1.308)
−0.806
(1.007)
0.459
(0.878)
−0.482
(1.886)
−3.561**
(1.468)
no

−0.752
(1.308)
−0.408
(1.009)
0.757
(0.885)
0.366
(2.061)
−3.436**
(1.483)
yes

−2.454
(2.119)
−3.749*
(2.268)
−0.755
(2.059)
4.018
(3.824)
−2.009
(2.542)
no

−1.380
(2.141)
−2.865
(2.297)
0.139
(2.058)
4.519
(4.264)
−1.171
(2.609)
yes

−5.851*
(2.980)
−5.476*
(3.191)
−2.028
(2.966)
6.110
(4.857)
−4.378
(3.838)
no

−3.685
(2.982)
−3.820
(3.212)
−0.614
(3.015)
9.160*
(5.403)
−2.557
(3.996)
yes

−0.015
(3.041)
−2.172
(3.258)
0.060
(2.820)
0.102
(5.829)
0.467
(3.431)
no

0.574
(3.066)
−1.857
(3.325)
1.233
(2.869)
−2.067
(6.441)
1.718
(3.533)
yes

4,364
0.065

4,364
0.075

1,166
0.073

1,166
0.102

557
0.105

557
0.156

609
0.091

609
0.142
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(continued)

Full sample
(1)
(2)
At age 12, sample member lived with:
Mother, never married
Mother, had been married, no spouse
in household
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Enrichment, neighborhood, and
parenting variables included
Observations
R-squared

High school dropout/GED
Blacks
Black males
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)
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Table 4.2 (continued)
Black females
(1)
(2)

0.120***
(0.029)
0.090***
(0.020)
0.076***
(0.018)
0.087**
(0.039)
0.084***
(0.031)
no

0.086***
(0.029)
0.070***
(0.020)
0.058***
(0.017)
0.064
(0.042)
0.071**
(0.030)
yes

0.094**
(0.043)
0.096**
(0.041)
0.001
(0.035)
0.010
(0.068)
0.051
(0.053)
no

0.065
(0.042)
0.083**
(0.041)
−0.011
(0.034)
0.028
(0.073)
0.044
(0.052)
yes

0.109*
(0.064)
0.138**
(0.060)
−0.029
(0.053)
0.138
(0.100)
0.066
(0.081)
no

0.055
(0.067)
0.114*
(0.063)
−0.069
(0.054)
0.091
(0.109)
0.041
(0.082)
yes

0.088
(0.058)
0.043
(0.054)
0.021
(0.045)
−0.148*
(0.084)
0.035
(0.067)
no

0.075
(0.057)
0.047
(0.054)
0.018
(0.046)
−0.065
(0.088)
0.023
(0.064)
yes

4,396
0.153

4,396
0.185

1,186
0.173

1,186
0.213

568
0.190

568
0.240

618
0.193

618
0.248
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Enrolled in 4-year college or not enrolled, bachelor’s degree or more
Full sample
Blacks
Black males
Black females
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)
At age 12, sample member lived with:
Mother, never married

−0.128***
(0.022)
Mother, had been married, no spouse −0.092***
in household
(0.021)
Mother and her spouse
−0.131***
(0.019)
Father
−0.150***
(0.033)
Other
−0.106***
(0.027)
Enrichment, neighborhood, and
no
parenting variables included
Observations
4,396
0.229
R-squared

−0.089***
(0.022)
−0.065***
(0.020)
−0.110***
(0.019)
−0.101***
(0.036)
−0.085***
(0.027)
yes

−0.094**
(0.040)
−0.041
(0.044)
−0.078*
(0.042)
−0.075
(0.069)
−0.062
(0.048)
no

−0.067*
(0.040)
−0.014
(0.044)
−0.067
(0.042)
−0.058
(0.075)
−0.052
(0.048)
yes

−0.098**
(0.046)
−0.073
(0.053)
−0.018
(0.058)
−0.038
(0.092)
−0.069
(0.055)
no

−0.063
(0.049)
−0.029
(0.055)
−0.018
(0.057)
−0.003
(0.098)
−0.061
(0.058)
yes

−0.098
(0.063)
−0.010
(0.071)
−0.128**
(0.062)
−0.178*
(0.105)
−0.063
(0.075)
no

−0.092
(0.063)
−0.006
(0.071)
−0.119*
(0.061)
−0.156
(0.115)
−0.045
(0.075)
yes

4,396
0.263

1,186
0.162

1,186
0.197

568
0.137

568
0.192

618
0.221

618
0.263
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Table 4.2 (continued)
ASVAB
Full sample
(1)
(2)
At age 12, sample member lived with:
Mother, never married

−5.101***
(1.538)
Mother, had been married, no spouse −2.901**
in household
(1.278)
Mother and her spouse
−3.363***
(1.218)
Father
−4.222*
(2.274)
Other
−5.587***
(1.826)
Enrichment, neighborhood, and
no
parenting variables included
Observations
4,103
0.349
R-squared

Blacks

Black males
(1)
(2)

Black females
(1)
(2)

(1)

(2)

−2.736*
(1.513)
−1.311
(1.250)
−2.000*
(1.183)
−3.743
(2.319)
−4.925***
(1.856)
yes

−1.276
(2.240)
−2.160
(2.364)
2.058
(2.274)
1.507
(3.334)
−0.343
(2.664)
no

0.426
(2.219)
−0.473
(2.328)
3.221
(2.256)
1.859
(3.401)
0.479
(2.667)
yes

−1.099
(3.044)
−2.711
(3.225)
4.360
(3.233)
2.946
(4.727)
0.760
(3.682)
no

1.191
(3.167)
−0.355
(3.257)
5.166
(3.330)
3.052
(4.694)
1.443
(3.849)
yes

−0.730
(3.263)
−1.480
(3.530)
−0.032
(3.005)
−0.549
(5.161)
−1.716
(3.863)
no

0.481
(3.209)
−1.156
(3.528)
1.656
(3.064)
1.090
(5.339)
−0.622
(3.675)
yes

4,103
0.387

1,072
0.267

1,072
0.304

543
0.241

543
0.286

529
0.310

529
0.357

4/15/2009 10:51:46 AM

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 103

Full sample
(1)
(2)
At age 12, sample member lived with:
Mother, never married
Mother, had been married, no spouse
in household
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Enrichment, neighborhood, and
parenting variables included
Observations
R-squared

Unmarried with a child
Blacks
Black males
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)

Black females
(1)
(2)

0.125***
(0.029)
0.050***
(0.019)
0.065***
(0.017)
0.080**
(0.038)
0.085***
(0.029)
no

0.098***
(0.030)
0.036*
(0.019)
0.052***
(0.017)
0.060
(0.039)
0.076**
(0.030)
yes

0.054
(0.044)
0.048
(0.044)
0.046
(0.043)
0.038
(0.076)
0.063
(0.052)
no

0.020
(0.045)
0.022
(0.044)
0.021
(0.043)
0.025
(0.081)
0.047
(0.054)
yes

0.119*
(0.064)
0.131**
(0.063)
0.050
(0.058)
0.022
(0.112)
0.154*
(0.084)
no

0.099
(0.067)
0.098
(0.065)
0.049
(0.061)
0.004
(0.123)
0.160*
(0.086)
yes

0.005
(0.066)
−0.041
(0.065)
0.045
(0.063)
0.134
(0.106)
0.001
(0.072)
no

−0.003
(0.067)
−0.039
(0.065)
0.021
(0.064)
0.152
(0.108)
−0.012
(0.073)
yes

4,401
0.136

4,401
0.154

1,184
0.107

1,184
0.130

566
0.096

566
0.132

618
0.144

618
0.176
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Full sample
(1)
(2)
At age 12, sample member lived with:
Mother, never married
Mother, had been married, no spouse
in household
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Enrichment, neighborhood, and
parenting variables included
Observations
R-squared

Blacks
(1)

Ever incarcerated
Black males
(2)
(1)
(2)

104
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Table 4.2 (continued)
Black females
(1)
(2)

0.079***
(0.018)
0.043***
(0.012)
0.042***
(0.011)
0.004
(0.019)
0.055***
(0.020)
no

0.066***
(0.018)
0.036***
(0.012)
0.037***
(0.011)
−0.012
(0.021)
0.051***
(0.020)
yes

0.084***
(0.024)
0.052**
(0.023)
0.036*
(0.020)
0.039
(0.041)
0.053*
(0.030)
no

0.071***
(0.024)
0.051**
(0.023)
0.035*
(0.020)
0.027
(0.043)
0.044
(0.031)
yes

0.163***
(0.044)
0.058
(0.036)
0.054
(0.036)
0.071
(0.065)
0.096*
(0.056)
no

0.140***
(0.044)
0.042
(0.037)
0.051
(0.039)
0.061
(0.073)
0.088
(0.058)
yes

0.014
(0.021)
0.054**
(0.026)
0.020
(0.019)
0.006
(0.026)
0.016
(0.029)
no

0.016
(0.021)
0.067**
(0.027)
0.028
(0.020)
−0.018
(0.035)
0.013
(0.027)
yes

4,430
0.279

4,430
0.291

1,216
0.352

1,216
0.374

598
0.406

598
0.435

618
0.121

618
0.199
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NOTE: The household structure category “two biological parents” was the omitted household structure category in the regression models.
Robust standard errors clustered by family are shown in parentheses. Regressions include respondents born between 1982 and 1984.
Variables were measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97, from October 2004 to July 2005. Neighborhood, enrichment, and parenting variables are the variables reported in Table 4.1. Control variables include respondent’s age at Round 8 interview, mother’s age when she
had her first child, whether mother is an immigrant, number of siblings in the respondent’s household at age 16, mother’s educational
attainment, mother’s hours worked, average family income at ages 14–15, and month of Round 8 interview. Missing data dummies were
included for all explanatory variables except for race/gender. Statistical significance is denoted as follows: * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p
< 0.01.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.
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income, and Equation (4.1), which adds to Equation (3.2) the 11 household characteristics just described.8 As in Chapter 3, estimates are presented for the full sample as well as for subsamples of all blacks, black
males only, and black females only. Comparing coefficients on a particular household structure across the two specifications within a group
indicates how much of the observed relationship between household
structure and each outcome can be accounted for by the inclusion of
human capital enrichment, parenting, and neighborhood environment
characteristics.
Controlling for the set of human capital enrichment, parenting, and
neighborhood variables substantially reduces the estimated associations
between household structure and many of the seven outcomes. For example, the estimated coefficients on living with a never-married mother
are reduced by up to 46 percent (in the model predicting ASVAB percentile). This coefficient in the remaining models is reduced by anywhere from 16 percent (incarceration) to 40 percent (weeks worked).
The coefficients on other household structure variables are reduced by
smaller but still notable magnitudes.
Yet statistically and substantively significant effects of household
structure remain even after controlling for human capital, parenting,
and neighborhood characteristics. For example, young adults who lived
with a never-married mother are 9 percentage points less likely than
those who lived with both biological parents to be enrolled in a fouryear college or to have a bachelor’s degree in their early twenties, even
after controlling for the other variables in the model (including family income). They are 10 percentage points more likely to be unmarried with a child and 7 percentage points more likely to have ever been
incarcerated.
The estimated equations for the black subgroup show a similar
story. Most of the coefficients on living with a never-married mother
are reduced by percentages similar to those for the full sample (for example, by 15 percent in the incarceration model and by 29 percent in
the college enrollment/degree model). In the cases just mentioned, the
estimated coefficient remained statistically significant. As with the full
sample, even though adding the household characteristics reduces the
magnitude of the household structure coefficients, some of the remaining effects are substantively significant.9
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In many cases, the point estimates for the black subgroups (black
males only, black females only, or for the two groups combined) are
similar in magnitude to those estimated for the full sample. Though
fewer of the coefficients in these equations are statistically significant
to begin with (due at least partly to the smaller sample sizes on which
they are estimated), we generally find that enrichment, parenting, and
neighborhood measures account for larger parts of estimated household structure effects for young black males than for young black females. Among young black females, fewer coefficients on household
structure are significant to begin with, and the effects on coefficient
estimates of adding the additional variables are generally smaller. Notably, the coefficient estimates for living with a never-married mother
are greater among black males than among black females in the models
predicting wages, weeks worked, being unmarried with a child, and
incarceration.
To further assist in understanding the many results presented in Table 4.2, the coefficient estimates are presented graphically for a subset
of four outcomes. First, results from regressions predicting the outcome
of high school dropout/GED are shown in Figure 4.1, Panel A. Specifically, the figure shows coefficient estimates (expressed in percentage
points) for household structures of never-married mothers, and of mothers who had previously been married. Recall that the comparison group
is the household structure of both biological parents. The estimates are
shown for two specifications (without and then with controls for enrichment, neighborhood, and parenting characteristics) separately for
each of four samples (the full sample, blacks, black males, and black
females). The same type of information is shown in the remaining panels of Figure 4.1, with Panel B showing estimates from regressions predicting whether the sample member was unmarried with a child, Panel
C showing estimates from regressions predicting whether the sample
member was ever incarcerated, and Panel D showing estimates from
regressions predicting the number of weeks worked.
Overall, the results in Table 4.2 and the Figure 4.1 series indicate
that, together, human capital enrichment, parenting, and neighborhood
characteristics account for substantial portions of the associations between household structure and the outcomes we examine. But some
associations between household structure and outcomes do remain in
most cases, even after controlling for these other characteristics.
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Because the household structure coefficients are affected by the inclusion of the three sets of household characteristics, it is reasonable to
expect that those household characteristics themselves have significant
associations with the outcomes examined. Because we are interested
primarily in the significance of the conceptual set of variables, Table
4.3 presents p-values for F-tests on the joint significance of coefficients
for each of the three sets of measures (three variables for human capital
enrichment, six variables for parenting, and two variables for neighborhood environment). Estimates of the individual coefficients and standard errors are reported in Table A.5, found in Appendix A.
The low p-values observed in Table 4.3 indicate that each of the three
sets has jointly significant effects on most young adult outcomes we examine. For the full sample, the human capital enrichment and neighborhood measures each are jointly statistically significant in predicting five
of the seven outcomes: weeks worked, all three of the educational attainment and achievement outcomes, and being unmarried with a child.
The parenting or home environment measures are jointly significant in
four models, including all three predicting educational attainment and
achievement as well as the model predicting incarceration.
To provide some insight into the results of these joint significance
tests, we discuss selected findings from the specific measures, reported
in Table A.5. With regard to the human capital enrichment measures, all
three—having a computer, having a dictionary, and taking extra classes
or lessons—tend to show positive, statistically significant, and substantively important associations with the educational outcomes. For example, with the inclusion of each additional enrichment factor, the average
youth has a 3- to 7-percentage-point lower likelihood of being a high
school dropout (compared to a mean dropout/GED rate of 16.8 percent
for this sample), a 3- to 9-percentage-point greater likelihood of being
enrolled in a four-year college or the recipient of a bachelor’s degree
(compared to a mean of 30.6 percent), and an ASVAB score that is 4.0
to 5.7 percentile points higher (compared to a mean of 51.4).
As for the parenting and home environment measures, we find some
evidence that perceptions of mothers as being supportive are correlated with positive outcomes, though the effects tend to be substantively
small. For example, a one-standard-deviation increase in the perceived
supportiveness of mothers is associated with a 2-percentage-point increase in the probability of being enrolled in a four-year college. Ma-
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Figure 4.1 Effects of Household Structure on Outcomes, without and
with Enrichment, Neighborhood, and Parenting Controls
Panel A: High school dropout/GED (percentage points)
16.0

Mother never marrieda
Mother had been married, no spouse in HHa
Mother never marriedb
Mother had been married, no spouse in HHb

14.0
***
12.0

12.0

**
13.8
*
11.4

*
10.9

10.0

** **
9.4 9.6

***
9.0 ***
8.6

8.0

8.8

**
8.3

7.5

***
7.0

6.5

6.0

5.5
4.7

4.3

4.0
2.0
0.0
Full sample

Blacks

Black males

Black females

Panel B: Unmarried with a child (percentage points)
14.0

***
12.5

*
11.9

12.0

**
13.1

***
9.8

10.0

9.9 9.8

8.0
6.0
4.0

***
5.0

5.4
*
3.6

4.8

2.0 2.2

2.0

0.5

0.0

−0.3

−2.0
−4.0
−6.0

a
b

−4.1

Full sample

Blacks

Black males

−3.9

Black females

Without controls for enrichment, neighborhood, and parenting.
With controls for enrichment, neighborhood, and parenting.
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Figure 4.1 (continued)
Panel C: Ever incarcerated (percentage points)
18.0
Mother never marrieda
Mother had been married, no spouse in HHa
Mother never marriedb
Mother had been married, no spouse in HHb

16.0
14.0

***
16.3
***
14.0

12.0
10.0
8.0

***
8.4

***
7.9

***
7.1

***
6.6
**
5.2

6.0
***
4.3

4.0

**
6.7
**
5.1

**
5.4

5.8
4.2

***
3.6

2.0

1.6

1.4

0.0
Full sample

Blacks

Black males

Black females

Panel D: Weeks worked (number of weeks)
Full sample

Blacks

Black males

Black females

1.0

0.6

0.0

−0.02
−0.4
−0.8 −0.75

−1.0
−1.3

−1.4

−2.0
−2.2

−2.5
−3.0
−4.0

−1.9

−2.9
−3.7
*

−3.7 −3.8

−5.0
−6.0

−5.5
−5.9 *
*

NOTE: Coefficients are from Table 4.2. Regressions include respondents born between 1982 and 1984.
Regression variables were measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97, from October 2004 to July 2005.
Neighborhood, enrichment, and parenting variables are the variables reported in Table 4.1. Control
variables include respondent’s age at Round 8 interview, mother’s age when she had her first child,
whether mother is an immigrant, number of siblings in the respondent’s household at age 16, mother’s
educational attainment, mother’s hours worked, average family income at ages 14–15, and month of
Round 8 interview. Missing data dummies were included for all explanatory variables except for
race/gender. Statistical significance is denoted as follows: * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.
a
Without controls for enrichment, neighborhood, and parenting.
b
With controls for enrichment, neighborhood, and parenting.
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ternal knowledge of the youth’s companions tends to be associated
positively with educational outcomes (with relatively small substantive
effects) and negatively with incarceration (with moderate substantive
effects). Homes with well-kept interiors tend to be positively associated
with educational achievement and negatively associated with incarceration. For example, getting housework done is associated positively with
measures of education while eating dinner together is negatively associated with incarceration (though the estimated effects are substantively
small and not always statistically significant).
Finally, with regard to the neighborhood variables, both the perceived absence of gunshots, reported by the respondent, and the impression of well-kept buildings, reported by the interviewer, are significantly
associated with educational outcomes and with some risky or illegal
activities, though substantively these effects are small.10
The discussion above focuses on results for the full sample. With
regard to results for the black subgroups (black males, black females,
or both together), Table 4.3 indicates that the associations between human capital enrichment or neighborhood characteristics and the seven
outcomes are less often significant than in the full sample; this is due to
sample size limitations.
However, the parenting and home environment measures are jointly
significant in most equations for outcomes among the three subgroups,
just as they are for the full sample. More specifically (see Table A.5),
maternal knowledge of youth companions is often a significant predictor, especially in the equation for incarceration; the estimated effects are
of similar or slightly smaller magnitudes than those of the full sample.
Having a well-kept interior and getting housework done are positively
related to college attendance and scoring well on the ASVAB.
In comparing black males and females, we see that the parenting
variables have significant effects on outcomes more frequently for
young black men than for young black women. For young black men,
the parenting and home environment measures are statistically significant in equations for weeks worked, being a high school dropout or attending college, ASVAB scores, and incarceration. Maternal knowledge
of companions is often significantly related to outcomes, especially for
dropping out of high school (a 1-standard-deviation increase is associated with a 5-percentage-point lower likelihood of dropping out).
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These results suggest that home environments and parental behaviors might importantly affect the propensity of young black men to fail
in and disconnect from school. Why these factors affect black males
more than black females or other youth remains unclear. Perhaps the
young men are more hurt by the absence of positive role models in
fathers, or perhaps their behavioral responses are more negative when
there is a lack of adequate supervision or structure in the home. More
research is undoubtedly needed to understand these effects more fully.
But, at a minimum, the apparently greater sensitivity of outcomes for
young black men to these measures of the home environment is important to consider when discussing potential remedies, as we do in
Chapter 5.
Can we make any causal inferences about these correlates of household structure and their estimated effects on behavior? As noted earlier
in the chapter, the human capital enrichment and neighborhood characteristics are likely influenced by family income, though we control
for this in our regressions. Characteristics of parenting and the home
environment may be more directly a function of household structure.
We also do not necessarily attribute causality to any of the estimated
relationships between outcomes and the household characteristics. For
example, whether computer use really contributes to human capital and
labor market productivity has been questioned by DiNardo and Pischke
(1997) in their well-known response to Krueger (1993). Whether estimates of “neighborhood effects” truly reflect causal impacts has long
been questioned (e.g., Jencks and Mayer 1990), while even the effects
of taking extra classes or lessons are subject to multiple interpretations.
For instance, taking classes might simply mean that young people are
more likely to be supervised by adults for some time period. If the
classes are remedial in nature, they might also reflect weaker underlying
academic skills of the student, and this might tend to offset any positive
effects of taking extra classes that might otherwise be observed.
Furthermore, the estimated associations likely also reflect endogenous relationships. For instance, in those cases where supportive
mothers are positively associated with various outcomes, the successful
youth might be more inclined to view their parents in a positive light
when they are successful than when they are not. On the other hand,
the growing interest in how a variety of noncognitive skills affect educational and employment outcomes (as reflected in the work of James
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Set of variables
for which F-test
was conducted
Human capital
enrichment variables
Parenting variables
Neighborhood variables
Observations
R-squared
Human capital
enrichment variables
Parenting variables
Neighborhood variables
Observations
R-squared

Natural log of
hourly wage

Weeks
worked
**

Enrolled in
4-year college
or not enrolled,
High school
bachelor’s
dropout/GED degree or more

ASVAB

Unmarried
with a child

Ever
incarcerated

Full sample
0.000***

0.000***

0.000***

0.000***

0.348

0.598

0.028

0.324
0.544
3,604
0.071

0.723
0.030**
4,364
0.075

0.000***
0.000***
4,396
0.185

0.000***
0.000***
4,396
0.263

0.000***
0.000***
4,103
0.387

0.319
0.001***
4,401
0.154

0.000***
0.167
4,430
0.291

0.519

0.187

Blacks
0.026**

0.169

0.030**

0.214

0.481

0.744
0.313
904
0.092

0.086*
0.370
1,166
0.102

0.001***
0.455
1,186
0.213

0.000***
0.001***
1,186
0.197

0.000***
0.181
1,072
0.304

0.569
0.020**
1,184
0.130

0.026**
0.781
1,216
0.374
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Human capital
enrichment variables
Parenting variables
Neighborhood variables
Observations
R-squared

0.601

0.791

Black males
0.115

0.012**

0.101

0.612

0.520

0.306
0.236
429
0.159

0.062*
0.057*
557
0.156

0.043**
0.504
568
0.240

0.052*
0.008***
568
0.192

0.091*
0.098*
543
0.286

0.593
0.020**
566
0.132

0.080*
0.500
598
0.435

Human capital
enrichment variables
Parenting variables
Neighborhood variables
Observations
R-squared

0.857

0.090*

Black females
0.235
0.810

0.167

0.460

0.999

0.854
0.645
475
0.107

0.780
0.560
609
0.142

0.016**
0.951
618
0.248

0.006***
0.935
529
0.357

0.212
0.389
618
0.176

0.407
0.007***
618
0.199

0.002***
0.048**
618
0.263

NOTE: Cells show p-values for F-tests of whether coefficients on variables in each indicated set were jointly equal to zero. Regressions
from Specification 4.1, whose household structure coefficients were reported in Table 4.2. The point estimates and standard errors for
each measure in each category are shown in Table A.5. The sample includes respondents born between 1982 and 1984. Variables were
measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97, from October 2004 to July 2005. Neighborhood, enrichment, and parenting variables are the variables reported in Table 4.1. Control variables include respondent’s age at Round 8 interview, mother’s age when she had her first child,
whether mother is an immigrant, number of siblings in the respondent’s household at age 16, mother’s educational attainment, mother’s
hours worked, average family income at ages 14–15, and month of Round 8 interview. Missing data dummies were included for all explanatory variables except for race/gender. Statistical significance is denoted as follows: * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01.
SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations from NLSY97.
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Heckman and others) is certainly consistent with many of our findings,
especially regarding parenting effects.
Despite these caveats, we are inclined to believe that some portion of the associations we estimate between household characteristics
and outcomes is causal (though we cannot say how much). The observed patterns of explanation are consistent with expectations: human
capital enrichment variables are more likely to affect educational outcomes, whereas parental monitoring and structure in the home have an
influence not only on education but also on ever being incarcerated.
Furthermore, the estimated differences across demographic groups
are consistent with expectations: given the much greater propensity of
young black men to disengage from school than young black women,
the risky behaviors of young black males are more sensitive to environmental and parental effects than those of young black females. Finally,
the estimates tend to be robust across multiple educational or behavioral outcomes and across a variety of demographic groups. The overall
groups of human capital enrichment, neighborhood, and parental/home
environment variables are each likely to be more reliable and less susceptible to unobserved heterogeneity than are the component variables
within each category.11 The relative robustness of the individual coefficient estimates to the various specifications we have tried also suggests
that some of these effects might be real as well.12
At the same time, we acknowledge that our ability to fully account
for the observed effects of household structure remains limited in many
cases, and that the explanatory power of many groups of these variables
in our estimated equations is not high.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter we present descriptive statistics on eleven measures
of household characteristics. These measures—encompassing constructs of human capital enrichment, neighborhood quality, and parenting/home environment—are likely correlated both with household
structure and with seven different outcomes of young adulthood in the
areas of employment, education, and risky behaviors. We estimate regression equations showing the extent to which controlling for these
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characteristics can account for the estimated relationships between
household structure and each of the outcomes, and we also consider the
effects of the household characteristics themselves on the outcomes.
Our results suggest the following:
• Human capital enrichment (as measured by the presence of computers or dictionaries and attendance at extra lessons or classes)
and neighborhood safety are strongly associated with household
structure, and they are especially lacking in households headed
by never-married mothers.
• Parenting measures of maternal supportiveness and strictness,
maternal knowledge of youths’ companions, orderliness of the
home and timeliness of housework, and eating dinner together
are also associated with household structure, as single parents
have less orderly houses and know less about their children’s
companions.
• Human capital enrichment, parenting, and neighborhood characteristics account for significant portions (generally 15-40 percent) of the estimated effects of household structure on youth
outcomes, controlling for family income and a number of maternal characteristics.
• Even after controlling for these additional measures, statistically
and substantively significant effects of household structure remain for a number of outcomes.
• Enrichment, neighborhood, and parenting measures themselves
have significant effects on youth educational and behavioral outcomes.
• Estimated effects of household characteristics on outcomes for
blacks are similar to those for the full sample, while those estimated for black males are somewhat stronger than those for
black females.
These findings have mixed implications for our understanding of
how household structure affects outcomes observed among youth. On
the one hand, the correlations between household structure and enrichment/neighborhood effects likely are largely spurious (except for those
operating through parental income, for which we have controlled) and
do not represent causal effects of family structure. On the other hand,
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the fact that several parenting variables have significant effects on
educational and behavioral outcomes—and that the residual effects of
household structure after controlling for all these factors remain fairly
important—suggest some important causal effects of household structure as well.
These findings also have very mixed implications for the future
well-being of low-income youth growing up in single-parent families.
Youth growing up in single-parent households have less access to enrichment materials or activities (at least as measured here) and are frequently located in less safe neighborhoods than their counterparts from
two-parent families. At least on the dimensions measured here, these
youth face challenges in achieving academic success and avoiding risky
behaviors.
The results of this chapter suggest that a number of correlates of
more successful outcomes, however, can be managed by parents and
perhaps enhanced through appropriate policy interventions. These predictors seem to operate either through household structure or independently of it. Providing more human capital enrichment in the home or
in school, improving neighborhood safety, and improving parental supportiveness and supervision of youth might all improve the opportunities that young people have and thus contribute to their greater success
in terms of educational attainment and the labor market.
We consider these implications in greater detail in the concluding
chapter.

Notes
1. See BLS (2006) for a description of the general categories of such variables and
their availability in different rounds.
2. The bivariate correlations among these three measures ranged from 0.05 to 0.14.
3. The bivariate correlations among these measures ranged from 0.02 to 0.37, with
most being 0.13 or less.
4. The correlation between these two measures was 0.20.
5. Sample members were asked the number of days a week, on average, that they
did hear gunshots. So that higher values will indicate more positive neighborhood
environments, we subtract the responses from 7.
6. Sample weights are used in the summary statistics, but not in the regression
analyses.
7. The unweighted values of variables noted above were standardized to have a mean
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8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

of 0 and a variance of 1. The weighted descriptive statistics shown in Table 4.1 do
not have a mean of 0.
In Chapter 3, the seven outcomes were analyzed for all NLSY97 sample members.
In the current chapter, these outcomes are analyzed for the subgroup of sample
members who were born in 1982–1984. Thus, the estimates for Specification 3.2
shown in Table 4.1 may be different from those reported in Chapter 3.
For example, blacks who lived with never-married mothers are 7 percentage points
less likely to attend a four-year college, and 7 percentage points more likely to be
incarcerated, compared to blacks who lived with both biological parents.
For example, each additional day that gunshots are not heard is associated with
a reduction in the probability of dropping out of high school or being unmarried
with a child by 1 to 2 percentage points, and it increases the probability of being enrolled in a four-year college by 1 percentage point. A 1-standard-deviation
increase in the degree to which buildings on the street are well-kept is associated
with a decrease in the probability of dropping out of 3 percentage points and an
increase in the probability of four-year college enrollment of 2 percentage points.
This assumes that the unobserved characteristics that are correlated with the individual variables in each group are not all the same and may tend to offset each
other.
More information is available from the authors on specifications in which these
variables have been entered separately or in various combinations.
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5
Conclusion
Gaps in employment and education outcomes between young African Americans and whites have persisted over the past several decades,
despite significant strides. Along some dimensions, such as employment and especially incarceration among young men, the racial gaps
have even widened.
Why do these gaps persist? One hypothesis suggests that the increasing tendency of young blacks to grow up in female-headed households during the past few decades has contributed to the persistent and
even growing racial gaps in outcomes. While the trends in household
structure might themselves reflect other causes of worsening employment opportunities and outcomes among black men, these trends might
also contribute to a worsening set of outcomes among the next generation of youth.
In particular, young people growing up in single-parent families on
average have fewer financial resources, more stress, less supervision,
and fewer male role models than their counterparts who grow up with
both biological parents; thus, the widespread incidence of female headship in black families might well contribute to less successful outcomes
for black youth.
Yet despite a substantial empirical literature on family structure and
its effects on youth outcomes, relatively little evidence to date exists on
how family structure affects a wide variety of outcomes among black
youth as compared with others, and for males versus females within
racial groups. Moreover, evidence on the mechanisms and pathways
through which these effects might occur has been somewhat limited.
In this book, we have used data from the NLSY—and especially the
1997 cohort—to explore these issues. We focus on a set of outcomes
for young people that include employment, school enrollment and attainment, cognitive achievement, and participation in various risky or
illegal behaviors (such as bearing children outside marriage or committing a crime and becoming incarcerated). We estimate the statistical
relationships between these outcomes and the structure of households
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in which youth grow up, controlling for a number of individual youth
and maternal characteristics.
We measure household structure—primarily at age 12—in a way
that captures some of the history of that structure as well as its current
status. We measure six categories of household structure, comparing
1) youth living with both of their biological parents (our reference
group) to those living with 2) never-married mothers, 3) previously
married mothers who now have no spouse in the household (i.e., those
divorced or separated), 4) mothers who have been previously married
but have a new spouse (i.e., are remarried), 5) biological fathers but not
their mothers, and 6) others (including grandparents, adoptive parents,
foster parents, or other arrangements). We present some evidence on the
stability of these arrangements over time, which motivates our decision
to focus on household structure and its history as of age 12, an age that
generally captures household structure during childhood as well as the
adolescent and teen years for most young people.
We include estimates of the effects of household structure on these
outcomes for youth, both without and with controls included for family income, which is the most obvious mechanism through which such
effects might operate. We also estimate these equations separately for
blacks, and for black males and black females, to examine whether
household structure has different effects across these groups. We consider the effects of household structure on race and gender differences
in each outcome, to infer the extent to which differences in household
structure can account for persisting racial gaps.
Of course, any estimated effects might not be truly causal, and
instead might reflect a range of other variables (like the family backgrounds of the mothers themselves) that are correlated both with household structure and with outcomes but not measured in our data. We
do, however, include many control variables to mitigate concerns about
omitted variable bias; these include maternal employment, maternal
education, maternal age at first birth, immigrant status, and the sample member’s age and number of siblings. To further address concerns
about the identification of causal effects, we also estimate a series of
fixed-effects models in which we measure the effects of differences in
household structure on differences in outcomes, either between siblings
or over time for the same sample member.
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After estimating the models that include controls for sample member characteristics, maternal characteristics, and family income, we add
variables to the models to measure some of the mechanisms or pathways
through which household structure might affect youth outcomes. These
include a set of variables measuring human capital enrichment in the
home (the presence of computers or dictionaries as well as extra courses
or classes taken); another set measuring neighborhood environment, especially safety; and a third set measuring parental behavior and home
environment, including the degree of parental monitoring of friends, the
regularity with which work gets done or dinners are eaten together, and
the youth’s perception of parental strictness or supportiveness.
We consider the extent to which these measures account for observed effects of household structure on youth and young adult outcomes, and whether they themselves have significant effects—among
the full sample, separately for blacks, and separately for black males
and black females.
The remainder of this chapter summarizes our results and their implications for further research and for policy.

SUMMARY OF EMPIRICAL FINDINGS
We begin in Chapter 2 by presenting data on the employment, educational, and behavioral outcomes of youth, separately by race and gender, and looking at how at least some of these outcomes have evolved
over time. We compare data for similarly aged youth at comparable
points in the business cycle in the 1980s and 2000s.
We find, as expected, that educational and employment outcomes
continue to be lower for blacks and Hispanics than for whites. Young
women have generally made more progress in both education and employment than have young men in all racial groups over the past two
decades, and women now finish high school and enroll in college at
higher rates than men within each racial group.
But young black men, in particular, are falling even further behind
whites and Hispanics in a number of dimensions, and substantially behind black women on measures of educational attainment and achievement. The greater participation of young blacks in risky behaviors—es-
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pecially having children outside of marriage and (among men) engaging in crime and becoming incarcerated—is noteworthy as well. For all
groups, but especially for young blacks, dropping out of high school
is associated with fewer weeks worked and a range of risky behaviors,
including crime and incarceration.
In Chapter 3, we turn our attention to the structures of households
in which youth live at age 12, and how these structures affect a range
of youth outcomes. We find, as expected, that young blacks are much
more likely to grow up in families without both biological parents than
are young whites. Indeed, the frequency of growing up without both
parents in the home is about 50 percent among youth overall and about
80 percent among young blacks. Family incomes of those growing up
without both biological parents are much lower than those with both
parents, especially among youth living with never-married mothers. But
other personal characteristics, such as maternal education, are highly
correlated with household structure as well, suggesting a variety of possible reasons (both causal and noncausal) for why outcomes of youth in
single-parent households might lag behind those of their counterparts.
When we examine the statistical relationships between household
structure and young adult outcomes, we find that these structures are
modestly related to labor market outcomes but more substantially related to youths’ educational attainment and achievement as well as to
nonmarital childbearing and incarceration. Controlling for household
income accounts for some—generally about a fourth to a half—of these
estimated effects, but by no means all of them.
Estimated effects are generally just as large among young blacks
as young whites, and often appear even larger among young black men
than young black women—especially on outcomes like weeks worked
and incarceration (though small sample sizes limit the statistical significance of the estimated differences in most cases). Indeed, differences
in household structure seem to account for more than a third of the
higher black male rate of incarceration (relative to white males), more
than half of black males’ greater tendency to drop out of high school,
and most of their differences in college attendance in these equations.
Absent the changes in household structure over time, the rates at which
blacks drop out of high school would be several percentage points
lower than for whites (while their college attendance would be correspondingly higher); the same is true of their tendencies to have children
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outside of marriage and to become incarcerated. A set of fixed-effects
models, both between siblings and over time for the same individuals,
also shows some significant effects of household structure on outcomes,
suggesting at least partly causal effects of the former on the latter.
In Chapter 4, we seek to establish more of the mechanisms and
pathways (besides household income) through which the effects of
household structure on outcomes might work. We find that measures
of human capital enrichment and neighborhood safety are highly correlated with family structure, in that the highest rates of enrichment and
safety are observed among those living with both biological parents
and the lowest among those living with never-married mothers. Parenting behaviors are also somewhat correlated with household structure,
as single mothers are perceived by youth as being stricter, monitoring
youth behaviors and peers less closely, and getting housework done and
having dinner together less frequently.
The data also show that human capital enrichment, neighborhood
safety, and parenting behaviors account for fairly substantial portions
(15 to 40 percent) of the estimated effects of household structure on
youth outcomes. All three sets of variables have jointly significant estimated effects on youth outcomes, with the human capital measures
having somewhat stronger effects on education and the neighborhood
and parenting measures mattering a bit more for behavioral outcomes.
Again, estimated effects for young black men are as strong as or stronger than those for young black women or for whites and Hispanics.
To what extent are all of these estimated effects on youth outcomes—including those for household structure as well as those for the
mediating variables—truly causal, rather than just reflecting omitted
variables that we cannot measure? Regarding the estimated effects of
household structure, we note that the maternal characteristics for which
we control (including employment, education, age, nativity, and number of children) are more extensive than those included in many other
studies. Furthermore, our fixed-effects estimates, both across siblings
and over time for the same individual, also suggest that some parts of
the estimated household effects are causal, even though these tests have
some major practical limitations that likely cause them to understate the
effects of changes in household structure on outcomes.
Whether or not the estimated effects of human capital enrichment,
neighborhood environment, and parenting variables themselves are also
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causal is harder to establish. Nevertheless, these estimates are quite robust across many different outcomes and different race or gender groups
among young adults. The particular pattern of estimated effects—a pattern of human capital variables affecting education outcomes strongly
while neighborhood and parenting variables affect nonmarital births
and incarceration relatively more—is consistent with a causal interpretation. And considering the sets of variables as constructs of interest
(instead of interpreting each variable separately) also likely strengthens
the interpretation of the construct as a whole as being causal and weakens the likelihood that the sets of variables are fully driven by their correlations with omitted factors, as we note in Chapter 4.
Summing Up
In all, our analysis suggests that black youth—and especially young
black males—continue to lag behind whites (and Hispanics as well)
quite dramatically on educational, employment, and behavior outcomes,
and in some cases (such as employment and incarceration) they are falling even further behind. Almost certainly, the fact that so many of these
young people grow up in families without both biological parents—and
especially with never-married mothers—has impeded progress along
many dimensions and contributed to worsening outcomes in some cases.
All else being equal, the high incidence of single parenthood in the
black community has limited the incomes of the households in which
young people grow up, and also the ability of parents to provide stable
and orderly environments in which they can monitor the activities of
their youth and guide them appropriately.
And the apparently larger effects of single-parent households on
some outcomes of young black males than on those of young black females suggests the particularly important role that household structure
might play in generating poor employment and behavioral outcomes for
this group. We can only speculate about exactly why this is true. Behavioral issues during adolescence and the teen years for young males
in general seem more serious than those for young females, especially
in low-income families, and a gender gap in academic performance and
achievement has now appeared among all groups.
But, especially among lower-income black families and neighborhoods, the effects of household structure seem to matter more for males.
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Perhaps this reflects the impact of a lack of positive male role models and mentors for this group, or the lack of strong paternal supervision on their behavior. Alternatively, the interactions between single
mothers and their sons might be more strained than between mothers
and their daughters. Positive impacts of programmatic treatments for
young girls but not boys have been seen in other contexts as well, such
as the Moving to Opportunity experiments (though the effects of New
Hope employment assistance were stronger for boys). Whatever their
causes, the particularly negative impacts on outcomes of young black
males are noteworthy and require further attention by researchers and
policymakers.
At the same time, however, it is also clear that household structure
does not fully account for the continuing racial gaps in most of these
outcomes. For instance, racial gaps in employment, childbearing outside
marriage, and incarceration between black (male) youth and others persist even after controlling for single parenthood. Furthermore, the disadvantages caused by single parenthood are compounded by the lower education levels and earnings of these parents, the lack of cognitive enrichment in their homes, and their residence in less safe neighborhoods—all
of which do not appear to be caused by single parenthood per se.
In sum, many young blacks and especially black males are swimming against the tide as they grow up: they face a multitude of disadvantages associated with (causally or otherwise) coming of age in
single-parent families that limit their opportunities in life. These disadvantages reflect a wide range of factors in the home, and are then
compounded by various neighborhood effects, presumably in school
and out of it. Accordingly, the analysis here implies that a wide array of
policy responses is necessary to offset the full range of disadvantages
these young people face as they grow up. Identifying policies that can
offset these many disadvantages in cost-effective ways is the challenge
that we now must address.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
Our analysis strategy has involved the estimation of regression
models that include an extensive set of controls and the estimation of
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fixed-effects models (both for siblings and for individuals over time).
In some cases, these strategies eliminate the effects of household structure (for example, in the cases of wages and hours worked). But for
other outcomes, effects of household structures on outcomes remain
(for example, in the cases of educational attainment, being unmarried
with a child, or ever having been incarcerated). Such persistent effects
of household structure in these cases lead us to conclude cautiously that
the effects of household structure that we estimate are at least partly
causal. Our fixed-effects estimates tend to reinforce this view.
Yet the estimation strategies that we use cannot convincingly eliminate the possibility that omitted factors that are correlated both with
household structure and with these outcomes are actually driving some
of these results. Thus, we cannot claim definitively that our estimated
effects of household structure are truly causal. A first implication for
further research is thus to pursue additional estimation strategies that
can identify causal effects of household structure on the types of outcomes we examine in this study. These might include instrumental variables or other variants of the fixed-effects models estimated here.
In Chapter 4, we show estimates of the effects of sets of human capital enrichment, neighborhood safety, and parenting/home environment
characteristics on seven outcomes. These effects are estimated from
models with an extensive set of controls. While the estimates of these
variables seem somewhat robust across different samples, and while our
results are consistent with what one might expect (for example, as with
the human capital enrichment variables related to educational outcomes
and with the parenting variables related to risky behavior outcomes),
claims about causality are weaker here than for household structure and
require even more attention.
A second implication for further research, then, is the need for identifying the causal effects of the types of enrichment, neighborhood, and
parenting variables that we examine in this paper. More broadly, developing a fuller understanding of the mechanisms through which household structure might affect youth outcomes, and also of the family and
neighborhood factors that might tend to offset these effects, remains a
high priority for research. Better understanding of the timing of these
effects and of how they vary across different household structures (including families with stepparents and cohabiting adults), is in order as
well. And understanding more about the role of noncustodial fathers,
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and the impact of their relationships with youth on outcomes, is important too.
Research that addresses causality and robustness will provide further confidence for policy prescriptions like the ones offered below,
which are designed to influence household structure and its correlates
and to improve outcomes for all young adults, but especially for young
minorities.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Overall, it seems that the goals of public policy with respect to the
household structures in which young people grow up should be twofold: first, to reduce the frequency of young people growing up with
single parents; and, second, to improve opportunities and outcomes for
young people who continue to live in such homes.
Given those goals, what might such a set of policies include? To
what extent should we target the behaviors and outcomes of single parents versus those of their children and youth? And how much effort
should be placed on the prevention of single parenthood through broad
improvements in opportunity for young people, as opposed to efforts to
offset its negative effects once it has occurred?
Broadly, our evidence implies the need for the following set of five
policy efforts:
1) Discouraging single parenthood—by promoting marriage or
discouraging unwed pregnancy, whenever possible;
2) Raising the incomes of unmarried working parents—either by
improving their earnings capacity or by further supplementing
their low earnings in a variety of ways;
3) Improving the schooling and neighborhood environments of
youth—to offset early disadvantages and prevent them from
worsening over time;
4) Improving supervision of youth and parenting—in programs
and at home, both among custodial and noncustodial parents;
and
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5) Limiting racial disparities in employment and crime/incarceration among youth more generally—through a wide range of
general programmatic and policy efforts.
But do we know how to accomplish these goals cost-effectively?
Our evidence of what works and what doesn’t in each area is limited.
Absent such clear evidence, we need a comprehensive effort that generates continuing research and evaluation in each area, while we experiment with a broad range of programmatic and policy efforts in
the meantime. We briefly discuss some possible options, and what we
know and don’t know about their cost-effectiveness, for each policy
goal below.
1) Discouraging Single Parenthood
Marriage promotion received attention as a policy priority for the
Bush administration, particularly through its Healthy Marriage Initiative. Some evidence exists that there are approaches that successfully
promote marriage among middle-class couples, but virtually no evidence is available pointing to what, if anything, works for promoting
healthy marriages among the poor (Dion 2005; Ooms 2007). Perhaps
such information will emerge from the current round of demonstration
projects funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
in this area. We remain somewhat skeptical that enough is known about
how to influence the marital choices of low-income young people. We
also doubt that the kinds of interventions used in these efforts (like counseling) are sufficient to overcome the huge barriers to marital matching
and success that such young people face, especially in the form of low
employment and earnings capacities, and the stresses on marriage that
these constraints generate.
Furthermore, among families where the children have the same
never-married mother but each has a different biological father, the
exact candidate for marriage to the mother is unclear, and some offspring will no doubt become stepchildren of these new fathers, which
is a much more ambiguous outcome from the children’s point of view
(Acs 2006). Promotion of marriage before such circumstances develop
would likely be more successful than afterwards, if at all possible.
While the cost-effectiveness of various marriage promotion options
remains quite uncertain, we have a somewhat greater understanding of
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how to deter (or at least delay) childbearing among those who are unmarried, especially teens. While any one option in this area, such as
abstinence-only, is unlikely to be effective, strategies that combine multiple approaches of education, community service activities, messages
through the news media, and youth development appear somewhat
more successful (National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned
Pregnancy 2008).
There is also some evidence to date that improved enforcement of
child support obligations on noncustodial fathers tends to discourage
unwed pregnancy (Pirog and Ziol-Guest 2006). On the other hand, certain aspects of current child-support enforcement efforts appear to have
some negative unintended consequences on the employment and parenting of poor noncustodial fathers.
Finally, perhaps the most effective strategies to further marriage
and prevent unwed pregnancy would involve improving the earnings
and employment prospects of young African American men, as we discuss more fully below.
2) Raising Incomes among Unmarried Working Poor Adults
Because lower family income accounts for at least some part of
the negative effects of single parenthood on youth outcomes, raising
the family incomes of working single parents might be another way of
offsetting these negative effects. While virtually no one advocates the
resurrection of welfare policies that simply provide cash income maintenance to the poor (without being tied to work), further supplementing
the incomes of working-poor adults might be helpful. Indeed, evidence
from a variety of experimental efforts that supplemented the earnings
of low-income welfare mothers shows that earnings supplements for
low-income parents can raise achievement among children and youth
(Morris, Gennetian, and Duncan 2005).
The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is the most obvious vehicle
for expanding the incomes of the working poor. The current federal
credit, which is worth approximately $4,800 at its peak for low-income
working parents with two or more children, clearly encourages greater
work effort while providing more income to the poor (Meyer and Rosenbaum 2001). A number of states also supplement the federal EITC with
their own tax credits.
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But the federal EITC and state credits might be amended in a number of ways. For one thing, the current phaseout rate (at 21 percent of
earnings above roughly $16,000 for families with two children) might
discourage work among two-parent families or discourage marriage, as
both tend to raise family income and therefore reduce eligibility for the
EITC. Reducing the phaseout rate, raising the threshold at which phaseout begins, or counting only parts of a spouse’s earnings in calculating
household income would provide more income to these families while
reducing taxes on both work and marriage. Greater cash payments to
those with three or more children, or to those with just one child, might
well be considered too.
And, given the poor wages and employment incentives for lowincome young men (especially those who are noncustodial fathers), an
expansion of the EITC—either to childless adults in general or to noncustodial fathers in particular (for those who are at least keeping up
with their current child support orders)—might be justifiable. Indeed,
the State of New York has recently undertaken the latter approach,
whereas several analysts have advocated some version of the former
(Berlin 2007; Edelman, Holzer, and Offner 2006).1
And there are a number of other ways of supplementing the earnings of the working poor that might also be particularly helpful to children and youth in these families. Specifically, policies that extend paid
parental and medical leave to low-income working parents, as well as
child care and health insurance, are likely to relieve stress and generate
gains for youth in these families (Waldfogel 2007).
In addition, a variety of approaches that would raise the earnings capacity of working poor adults need to be explored and more rigorously
evaluated. A lengthy literature already exists on the cost-effectiveness
of job training for disadvantaged youth and adults, which mostly shows
the modest effectiveness of modest programs for adults. But newer approaches have been developed in recent years that involve some combination of 1) education or training, usually at community colleges,
perhaps targeted at growing sectors of the economy (like health care,
construction, and the like) that provide above-minimal wages to noncollege workers; 2) a range of work supports, including child care assistance and transportation as well as stipends for any training period;
and 3) job placement efforts that seek to match these workers with better employers and jobs. These efforts would all be coordinated by labor

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 130

4/15/2009 10:51:50 AM

Conclusion 131

market intermediaries—third-party groups (such as community-based
organizations or other for-profit or nonprofit associations) that bring
together workers, employers, training providers, and public supports.2
Indeed, one recent proposal (Holzer 2007) calls for the federal government to fund competitive grants to states and local areas for building such “advancement systems.” States would be required to carefully
measure performance while more rigorous evaluation evidence on these
approaches was generated, and renewal of these grants over time would
depend on states incorporating any knowledge that was generated from
these performance measures and from evaluation.
Finally, efforts that directly try to raise wages on the demand side
of the labor market for low-income workers might be included here as
well (Bartik 2001; Holzer 2007). These would include occasional increases in the minimum wage (or indexing it to inflation), legal efforts
to make it easier for low-wage workers to unionize, and local economic
development efforts (like tax credits and grants) that particularly reward the generation of higher-wage jobs. The potential effects of higher
minimum wages and unionism on employment rates must, of course, be
considered in any such efforts.
3) Improving Schooling Options and Neighborhood Safety for
Poor Youth
Since the negative effects of single parenthood on youth seem clearest for academic outcomes, such as completing high school and enrolling
in college, and since these effects operate through (or are compounded
by) weak academic enrichment opportunities in the home and residence
in unsafe neighborhoods, policies might be undertaken to directly combat these problems by providing for more academic opportunities and
improving neighborhood quality for low-income and minority young
people, especially in single-parent families.
Of course, exactly how to accomplish these worthy goals can be
(and frequently is) heavily debated elsewhere. The returns to highquality early childhood education efforts, despite their high cost, have
been quite well established (Ludwig and Sawhill 2007), and the returns
to universal prekindergarten programs in Oklahoma and elsewhere look
especially strong for lower-income students and minorities (Gormley
and Gayer 2005). But large questions remain about whether the stron-
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gest programs (like the Carolina Abecedarian Project and the High/
Scope Perry Preschool Program) can be replicated and scaled up, and
whether these effects tend to fade with time. The cost-effectiveness of
many other approaches in the K-8 years—such as smaller class sizes,
school choice efforts, and high-stakes testing—are even less clear. Efforts to improve teacher quality in poor areas (Bendor, Bordoff, and
Furman 2007) are less controversial and could have important effects
on educational quality for poor children. Desegregation of schools
might also tend to limit racial gaps in student achievement (Card and
Rothstein 2005; Weiner, Lutz, and Ludwig 2006), but these efforts are
much more politically controversial, and their legal status has been cast
into doubt by recent court rulings.3
But as low-income youth enter their high school years in any location, it is desirable that they should face a better range of pathways
to success in postsecondary education, employment, or both. Some of
these pathways could be based on high-quality Career and Technical
Education (CTE) along with early labor market activity; indeed, we
have fairly strong evidence on the cost-effectiveness of Career Academies and Tech Prep in improving postschool employment outcomes
for at-risk youth (Lerman 2007). Others involve improving access to
higher education through better financial aid and other supports, as in
Project Opening Doors, which has generated some positive results in
recent evaluations (Brock and Richburg-Hayes 2006). Some proposals
would improve Pell grant availability and reduce the complexity of the
application process (Dynarski and Scott-Clayton 2007). Direct efforts
to reduce the very high dropout rates that characterize high schools in
many poor urban and rural areas must also be pursued, even while efforts to evaluate what works in this area continue (Pennington 2006).
How might we improve the quality of neighborhoods in which
low-income and minority young people grow up? Turner, Popkin, and
Rawlings (2008) review what we know about legal and programmatic
efforts to improve housing or neighborhood quality among poor minorities and to reduce residential segregation. The Moving to Opportunity
(MTO) experiments seem to have mixed effects, which are generally
more positive for female than male youth (Kling, Ludwig, and Katz
2005). And we know fairly little about the cost-effectiveness of efforts
to improve home environments by supporting greater asset develop-
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ment, particularly home ownership, among the poor (McKernan and
Ratcliffe 2007).
Other efforts to improve services to youth at the community level,
such as the Youth Opportunity grants recently distributed by the U.S.
Department of Labor or the Harlem Children’s Zone, seem promising
(Edelman, Holzer, and Offner 2006) but also require more rigorous
evaluation. These, of course, are specific approaches within the broader
category of “youth development” programs at the community level
that might well decrease a variety of negative behaviors and outcomes
among youth and improve their education and earnings outcomes over
time (Eccles and Gootman 2002).
4) Improving Supervision of Youth and Parenting
To the extent that low-income single parenthood may result in less
positive parenting and home environments (perhaps associated with the
greater instability and stresses that are prevalent in many such homes),
greater provision of child care or after-school care as well as direct parenting supports might be helpful.
While some analysts (e.g., Besharov and Samari 2001) argue that
the provision of child care for low-income working parents is already
ample, this view is disputed elsewhere (e.g., Greenberg, Ewen, and
Matthews 2006). The need to improve the quality of such care seems
less controversial, though exactly how to do so remains open to question (Blau 2001). Improving access to center-based care (as well as
early childhood education) seems to be one route to improving child
care quality.
Also, youth supervision might be improved through the kinds of
positive youth development efforts cited above, including programs
like Boys and Girls Clubs of America, and also through a variety of
after-school programs, such as those supported by the 21st Century
Community and Learning Centers. While the evaluation evidence on the
latter efforts has been somewhat disappointing to date (James-Burdumy
et al. 2005), efforts to identify cost-effective strategies in this area
should continue.
Is it possible to directly improve parenting by other means, such as
interventions for children that include their parents as well? Head Start
attempts to do so (Schumacher 2003), though whether it is successful
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is open to debate. Other efforts to directly involve parents and improve
their skills at rearing children and youth have appeared in a variety
of contexts, such as the Comer School Development Program (Comer
2004) and the Infant Health and Development Program (Brooks-Gunn,
Liaw, and Klebanov 1992). Indeed, rigorous evaluations have found the
latter to be successful.
In terms of improving parenting, additional efforts could focus on
encouraging noncustodial fathers to have more active and responsible
involvement with their children. Previous research has suggested important potential benefits in this approach (Billingsley 1992; Clayton,
Mincy, and Blankenhorn 2003; Mincy 1994).4 Indeed, effective fatherhood programs might be considered complementary with, rather than
substitutes for, marriage promotion programs (Ooms et al. 2006).
But what is needed to encourage more effective fatherhood? At
a minimum, it would seem that improving employment opportunities
for noncustodial fathers would be a critical component of any such approach. Among low-income noncustodial fathers, employment rates
and earnings levels are extremely low (Mincy and Sorensen 1998), suggesting perhaps limited earnings capacity with which to support noncustodial children. At the same time, for those who are in arrears on
child support payments (particularly those who have been incarcerated),
the incentive to accept low-wage employment is very low, because the
implicit tax rates on these earnings are so high (up to 50 percent), and
much of the money collected is not even passed through to families
(Holzer, Offner, and Sorensen 2005).
Thus, improving employment among low-income noncustodial fathers might require some reforms in the child support system, along with
employment and training assistance for those with limited employment
options on their own (Bloom and Butler 2007; Edelman, Holzer, and
Offner 2006). Counseling and peer support groups for absent fathers
are also frequently included in such efforts. With respect to the costeffectiveness of these programs, the rigorous evaluation of the Parents’
Fair Share program (Miller and Knox 2001) found that the fatherhood
efforts contained in that program modestly improved the quality of parenting among noncustodial fathers but not their employment rates or
child support payments. A more effective approach might require more
rigorously enforced child support payments as well as more generously
supported transitional employment opportunities and additional subsi-
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dies, as were provided in the New Hope demonstration in Milwaukee
(Duncan, Huston, and Weisner 2007; Primus 2006).
Finally, because so many low-income noncustodial fathers also
have criminal records—especially among African Americans—efforts
to raise their employment level must address the particular barriers
faced by this group. These barriers are substantial on both the demand
side of the labor market (employer attitudes and hiring behaviors may
discriminate against those with criminal records) and the supply side
(the potential workers may lack the requisite skills), as discussed by
Holzer (2009). Rigorous evidence on cost-effective approaches here,
too, is limited.5 But in addition to funding successful reentry programs,
reducing the legal barriers to employment among those with criminal
records might be important as well (Holzer, Raphael, and Stoll 2003).
5) Limiting Racial Disparities in Employment and Crime/
Incarceration among Youth
The evidence presented in this book shows that, even after accounting for differences in household structure, racial gaps remain in some
outcomes between whites and blacks, especially among young men.
The most striking gaps—in employment levels and incarceration—are
partly, but not fully, accounted for by racial gaps in education and basic
skills. These discouraging outcomes in turn likely contribute to high
rates of single parenthood in the black community, as fewer men are
considered worthy prospects for marriage by their potential mates, and
fewer are themselves interested in marriage or parenting, given their
circumstances.
We have reviewed a variety of efforts above that would ultimately
improve the employment prospects of young black men. Some would
work through early schooling and employment activities, while others would target working poor adults or hard-to-employ noncustodial
fathers and exoffenders. As we also noted above, broad-based efforts
to improve opportunities for youth should seek to reduce racial segregation in schools and neighborhoods. Additionally, they should target
the labor market discrimination that still exists toward black men of all
ages (Holzer 2006; Pager 2007), either through improved enforcement
of Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) laws or better dissemination
of information on applicant quality.6
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Promising employment programs for minority out-of-school youth,
such as YouthBuild or the Youth Service and Conservation Corps, could
be funded at much greater levels than they are currently (Edelman,
Holzer, and Offner 2006), even while efforts continued, through rigorous evaluation, to determine exactly what approach is most costeffective. At the same time, community-based efforts to combat the
alienation and resentments of youth which find their expression in an
“oppositional culture” (Mead 2006) could also gain more support. And
as a society we might rely less heavily on incarcerating young men
for nonviolent drug offenses, as we did in the past (Raphael and Stoll
2007).
Given the enormous social costs associated with the status quo (Holzer et al. 2007), a wide variety of efforts to combat low employment
and high incarceration for this population are clearly justified—even if
they require some significant expenditure of resources, and even if our
knowledge of their cost-effectiveness remains imperfect.

Notes
1. Berlin’s (2007) proposal would provide tax credits to low-earning adults regardless of their family income, in order to avoid marriage penalties, while Edelman,
Holzer, and Offner (2006) call for more limited payments that would still depend
on family income. To avoid large marriage penalties, the latter propose to only
count half of a second earner’s income when computing eligibility. Berlin’s proposal would likely cost more than $30 billion a year, while Edelman, Holzer, and
Offner estimate that theirs would cost about $10 billion.
2. The training models for working poor adults that target the demand side of the
labor market more clearly include sectoral training, tax credits for incumbent
worker training, and building career ladders, either within smaller establishments
(like nursing homes) or across them. See Holzer and Martinson (2005) and Osterman (2007).
3. In particular, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down voluntary school desegregation
efforts in Seattle and Louisville in rulings delivered on June 28, 2007. Justice Anthony Kennedy, who was the swing vote in each of these 5-4 rulings, has indicated
he may support certain desegregation efforts that do not target individual students
by race.
4. Our own tabulations from the NLSY97 (not reported here) also document the
very limited involvement of never-married fathers with their noncustodial children relative to fathers in every other group. These, too, suggest some important
potential benefits to improving fathering practices among this group.

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 136

4/15/2009 10:51:51 AM

Conclusion 137
5. Preliminary results from MDRC’s evaluation of the Center for Employment
Opportunities (or CEO) in New York suggest major reductions in recidivism
from efforts to provide services and transitional jobs to ex-offenders right after
release from prison, though impacts on employment beyond the program were
disappointing.
6. In particular, labor market intermediaries might be able to reduce statistical discrimination in hiring by providing employers with information about job applicants that the employers themselves might not find. For evidence on how information from background checks can actually reduce discrimination against black
men, see Holzer, Raphael, and Stoll (2006).
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Natural log of hourly
wage, past year
Age
Education levela
Not enrolled, high school dropout
or GED
Not enrolled, high school degree
Not enrolled, some college or
associate’s degree
Enrolled, two-year college
Enrolled, four-year college
GPA in high school
ASVAB percentile
Unmarried and has children

4/15/2009 10:51:51 AM

Risky behaviors prior to age 18
Drank alcohol

Weeks worked, past year

High school dropout,
Nov. 2004

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1
0.050*** 0.045*** 0.044*** 1.639*** 1.269*** 1.402*** 0.003
(0.011)
(0.011)
(0.011)
(0.483)
(0.489)
(0.493)
(0.011)
−0.201***
(0.073)
−0.074
(0.069)
−0.039
(0.070)
−0.176**
(0.074)
−0.145*
(0.081)
−0.038
(0.032)
0.045**
(0.019)

−0.165**
(0.076)
−0.056
(0.072)
−0.017
(0.072)
−0.157**
(0.075)
−0.137*
(0.083)
−0.048
(0.033)
0.054***
(0.020)
0.026
(0.036)
−0.002
(0.033)

−15.434*** −12.701***
(3.419)
(3.541)
−8.291*** −7.222**
(3.156)
(3.224)
−1.914
−0.964
(3.003)
(3.109)
−7.881** −7.110*
(3.963)
(4.102)
−10.364*** −9.643***
(3.446)
(3.515)
0.160
−0.106
(1.312)
(1.319)
0.966
1.111
(1.012)
(1.021)
1.367
(1.596)
−1.965
(1.551)

Model 2
0.003
(0.009)

Model 3
−0.003
(0.009)

−0.228***
(0.024)
−0.115***
(0.018)

−0.177***
(0.025)
−0.090***
(0.018)
0.102***
(0.033)
−0.044
(0.028)
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Table A.1 Recursive Employment and Education Regressions for Black Males
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Smoked cigarettes
Smoked marijuana
Ever stole something worth $50 or
more, joined a gang, attacked
someone, or was arrested
Ever incarcerated
Constant
Observations
R-squared

1.009*** 1.312***
(0.287)
(0.325)
679
679
0.051
0.093

−0.037
(0.035)
−0.023
(0.033)
−0.021
(0.033)

2.001
(1.525)
−2.372
(1.687)
−1.576
(1.583)

0.080***
(0.029)
0.038
(0.033)
0.061**
(0.027)

−0.031
(0.048)
1.356*** −5.181
(0.344) (15.856)
679
910
0.106
0.025

−6.593***
(2.165)
22.525
0.530
(18.209)
(0.322)
910
923
0.127
0.029

0.222***
(0.047)
0.468
(0.298)
923
0.324

18.685
(17.726)
910
0.097

0.650**
(0.308)
923
0.247

NOTE: Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. Variables were measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97, from October 2004 to July
2005. Dummy variables controlling for month of interview are included but not reported. Missing data dummies were included for all
explanatory variables except for race/gender. Statistical significance is denoted * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, and *** p < 0.01.
a
The omitted educational category in the regression is “not enrolled, some college or college degree.”
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Age
Education levela
Not enrolled, high school dropout
or GED
Not enrolled, high school degree
Not enrolled, some college or
associate’s degree
Enrolled, two-year college
Enrolled, four-year college
GPA in high school
ASVAB percentile
Unmarried and has children
Risky behaviors prior to age 18
Drank alcohol

Natural log of hourly
wage, past year
Weeks worked, past year
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
0.067*** 0.058*** 0.060*** 1.528*** 1.144*** 1.174***
(0.010)
(0.011)
(0.011)
(0.427)
(0.437)
(0.443)
−0.320***
(0.078)
−0.264***
(0.068)
−0.220***
(0.068)
−0.266***
(0.081)
−0.271***
(0.074)
−0.068**
(0.030)
0.114***
(0.021)

−0.297***
(0.081)
−0.256***
(0.071)
−0.211***
(0.071)
−0.259***
(0.084)
−0.273***
(0.076)
−0.062**
(0.031)
0.105***
(0.022)
−0.044
(0.031)
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0.009
(0.032)

−14.749*** −12.892***
(2.834)
(3.009)
−7.828*** −7.246***
(2.317)
(2.411)
−5.076** −4.803**
(2.232)
(2.300)
−6.592** −5.873**
(2.777)
(2.868)
−6.687*** −6.740***
(2.311)
(2.323)
1.905*
1.718
(1.154)
(1.169)
2.489*** 2.468***
(0.899)
(0.925)
−0.905
(1.353)
−0.263
(1.419)
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Table A.2 Recursive Employment and Education Regressions for Black Females
High school dropout, Nov. 2004
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
−0.015* −0.012* −0.015**
(0.008)
(0.008)
(0.007)

−0.181***
(0.021)
−0.090***
(0.016)

−0.143***
(0.022)
−0.082***
(0.016)
0.061***
(0.023)
−0.029
(0.025)
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Smoked cigarettes
Smoked marijuana
Ever stole something worth $50 or
more, joined a gang, attacked
someone, or was arrested
Ever incarcerated
Constant
Observations
R-squared

0.472
(0.297)
814
0.068

1.068***
(0.341)
814
0.137

−0.002
(0.031)
0.044
(0.034)
0.015

−0.636
(1.462)
1.490
(1.566)
−2.545*

(0.029)
−0.165*
(0.096)
0.938*** 15.320
(0.356) (10.246)
814
1,031
0.151
0.027

(1.303)
(0.022)
−7.309*
0.295***
(3.935)
(0.075)
35.927*** 0.701*** 0.858*** 0.693***
(12.618)
(0.259)
(0.246)
(0.236)
1,031
1,041
1,041
1,041
0.127
0.022
0.252
0.318

26.010**
(11.907)
1,031
0.113

0.103***
(0.026)
0.063**
(0.029)
0.042*

NOTE: Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. Variables were measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97, from October 2004 to July
2005. Dummy variables controlling for month of interview are included but not reported. Missing data dummies were included for all
explanatory variables except for race/gender. Statistical significance is denoted * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, and *** p < 0.01.
a
The omitted educational category in the regression is “not enrolled, some college or college degree.”
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Both
At age 2, sample member
biological
lived with:
parents
At age 12, sample member
lived with:
Both biological parents
98.13
Mother, never married
0.01
Mother, had been married,
0.01
no spouse in household
Mother and her spouse
0.08
Father
0.13
Other
1.64
Total
100
Sample size
3,583

Mother,
never
married

Mother,
had been
married,
no spouse in Mother and
household her spouse
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Table A.3 Household Structure Stability of Respondents between Ages 2 and 12 (%)

Father

Other

Total

Sample size

0.00
95.34
0.00

0.24
0.00
42.66

0.48
0.00
42.78

1.15
0.00
1.29

1.30
0.59
2.41

51.42
5.62
14.75

3,535
653
1,139

0.00
0.11
4.55
100
679

52.59
0.93
3.57
100
845

52.56
2.05
2.12
100
1,794

1.46
92.93
3.18
100
314

5.91
2.63
87.16
100
326

18.28
4.62
5.32
100
7,541

1,394
341
479
7,541

NOTE: Proportions are calculated from the NLSY97 cohort using Round 8 sample weights.
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Table A.4 Household Structure Stability of Respondents between Ages 12 and 16
At age 12, sample member
lived with:

Both
biological
parents

Mother,
no other
parent

Mother and
her spouse

Father

Other

Total

Sample size

At age 16, sample member
lived with:
Both biological parents
Mother, no other parent
Mother and her spouse
Father
Other
Total
Sample size

94.86
2.74
0.43
1.07
0.89
100
3,425

3.54
74.13
13.72
3.73
4.88
100
1,741

18.30
33.34
40.14
4.38
3.85
100
1,352

13.16
8.39
10.43
61.56
6.45
100
341

7.52
13.50
15.15
16.40
47.44
100
501

53.65
23.60
11.64
5.94
5.17
100
7,360

3,629
1,996
823
422
490
7,360

NOTE: proportions are calculated from the NLSY97 cohort using round 8 sample weights. Measure of household structure at age 16 combines “mother, never married” and “mother, had been married, no spouse in hh” categories into “mother, no other parent.”
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Full sample

Enrichment variables
In the past month, has your
home usually had a
computer?
In the past month, has your
home usually had a
dictionary?
In a typical week, did you
spend any time taking
extra classes or lessons?
Neighborhood variables
In a typical week, how
many days do you not
hear gunshots in your
neighborhood?
How well kept are the
buildings on the street
where the youth lives?

Enrolled in 4year college or
not enrolled,
High school
bachelor’s
dropout/GED degree or more

Natural log of
hourly wage

Weeks
worked

ASVAB

Unmarried
with a child

Ever
incarcerated

0.009
(0.017)

0.240
(0.676)

−0.059***
(0.013)

0.086***
(0.014)

5.650***
(0.925)

−0.061***
(0.013)

−0.012
(0.008)

0.038
(0.033)

3.181**
(1.448)

−0.066**
(0.032)

0.033*
(0.018)

3.994**
(1.659)

−0.061*
(0.031)

0.003
(0.018)

−0.008
(0.017)

1.310**
(0.656)

−0.034***
(0.012)

0.057***
(0.015)

5.586***
(0.857)

−0.015
(0.012)

−0.007
(0.007)

−0.003
(0.006)

0.347
(0.238)

−0.017***
(0.005)

0.013***
(0.003)

1.273***
(0.292)

−0.016***
(0.005)

−0.004
(0.003)

−0.009
(0.010)

0.864**
(0.425)

−0.026***
(0.009)

0.021***
(0.008)

1.110**
(0.524)

−0.013
(0.009)

−0.005
(0.005)
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Table A.5 Effects of Neighborhood and Parenting Characteristics on Outcomes, with Household Structure at Age 12
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Parenting variables
Mother is supportive
Mother is strict
Mother’s knowledge of
respondent’s companions
when she is not home
How well kept is the interior
of the youth’s home?
Number of days per week
housework gets done
when it is supposed to?
Number of days per week
respondent eats dinner
with family?
Observations
R-squared

−0.012*
(0.007)
0.009
(0.015)
−0.001
(0.008)

−0.112
(0.303)
0.144
(0.599)
0.377
(0.325)

−0.002
(0.006)
−0.004
(0.011)
−0.032***
(0.007)

0.019***
(0.006)
0.016
(0.012)
0.017***
(0.006)

0.258
(0.375)
0.398
(0.745)
0.844**
(0.383)

−0.003
(0.006)
−0.003
(0.011)
−0.011
(0.007)

−0.001
(0.003)
0.003
(0.007)
−0.016***
(0.004)

0.015
(0.009)
−0.002
(0.004)

0.027
(0.419)
0.239
(0.173)

−0.008
(0.009)
−0.007**
(0.003)

0.024***
(0.007)
0.012***
(0.003)

1.089**
(0.522)
1.286***
(0.205)

−0.011
(0.008)
0.001
(0.003)

−0.012**
(0.006)
−0.002
(0.002)

0.004
(0.003)

−0.079
(0.141)

−0.001
(0.003)

−0.003
(0.003)

−0.176
(0.179)

−0.002
(0.003)

−0.002
(0.002)

3,604
0.071

4,364
0.075

4,396
0.185

4,396
0.263

4,103
0.387

4,401
0.154

4,430
0.291

147

4/15/2009 10:51:52 AM

(continued)

148

Hill, Holzer and Chen.indb 148

Table A.5 (continued)
Blacks

Enrichment variables
In the past month, has your
home usually had a
computer?
In the past month, has your
home usually had a
dictionary?
In a typical week, did you
spend any time taking
extra classes or lessons?
Neighborhood variables
In a typical week, how
many days do you not
hear gunshots in your
neighborhood?
How well-kept are the
buildings on the street
where the youth lives?

Enrolled in 4year college or
not enrolled,
High school
bachelor’s
dropout/GED degree or more

Natural log of
hourly wage

Weeks
worked

ASVAB

Unmarried
with a child

Ever
incarcerated

0.019
(0.030)

1.210
(1.398)

−0.053**
(0.025)

0.042
(0.026)

2.075
(1.576)

−0.041
(0.030)

0.025
(0.016)

0.025
(0.054)

3.906
(2.534)

−0.072
(0.054)

0.024
(0.028)

4.245*
(2.171)

−0.091
(0.057)

0.002
(0.032)

0.033
(0.031)

1.558
(1.337)

−0.032
(0.024)

0.028
(0.025)

2.388*
(1.445)

−0.002
(0.030)

−0.004
(0.016)

−0.008
(0.010)

0.113
(0.380)

−0.010
(0.008)

0.018***
(0.005)

0.662
(0.447)

−0.023***
(0.009)

0.000
(0.004)

−0.019
(0.017)

1.019
(0.757)

−0.004
(0.015)

0.012
(0.013)

0.804
(0.831)

−0.006
(0.016)

−0.006
(0.009)
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Parenting variables
Mother is supportive
Mother is strict
Mother’s knowledge of
respondent’s companions
when she is not home
How well kept is the interior
of the youth’s home?
Number of days per week
housework gets done
when it is supposed to?
Number of days per week
respondent eats dinner
with family?
Observations
R-squared

−0.018
(0.013)
0.002
(0.027)
0.01
(0.013)

0.054
(0.610)
3.162**
(1.274)
1.112*
(0.592)

−0.013
(0.013)
−0.005
(0.025)
−0.039***
(0.012)

0.003
(0.009)
0.044**
(0.022)
−0.001
(0.010)

0.176
(0.563)
2.116
(1.326)
1.107*
(0.575)

−0.003
(0.013)
−0.013
(0.028)
−0.012
(0.013)

0.004
(0.007)
−0.007
(0.015)
−0.021***
(0.007)

0.007
(0.017)
0.005
(0.007)

0.376
(0.847)
0.016
(0.334)

0.000
(0.016)
−0.002
(0.007)

0.027**
(0.013)
0.020***
(0.005)

2.055**
(0.838)
0.887***
(0.304)

−0.020
(0.018)
0.007
(0.007)

−0.022**
(0.010)
−0.004
(0.004)

−0.007
(0.006)

−0.012
(0.262)

−0.010*
(0.005)

−0.005
(0.005)

−0.080
(0.270)

−0.008
(0.006)

0.001
(0.003)

904
0.092

1,166
0.102

1,186
0.213

1,186
0.197

1,072
0.304

1,184
0.130

1,216
0.374
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Table A.5 (continued)
Black males

Enrichment variables
In the past month, has your
home usually had a
computer?
In the past month, has your
home usually had a
dictionary?
In a typical week, did you
spend any time taking
extra classes or lessons?
Neighborhood variables
In a typical week, how
many days do you not
hear gunshots in your
neighborhood?
How well-kept are the
buildings on the street
where the youth lives?

Enrolled in 4year college or
not enrolled,
High school
bachelor’s
dropout/GED degree or more

Natural log of
hourly wage

Weeks
worked

ASVAB

Unmarried
with a child

Ever
incarcerated

0.001
(0.043)

0.775
(2.159)

−0.070*
(0.040)

0.085**
(0.036)

1.214
(2.170)

−0.016
(0.042)

0.044
(0.030)

0.040
(0.083)

1.605
(3.254)

−0.104
(0.073)

0.036
(0.029)

5.615**
(2.529)

−0.088
(0.070)

0.017
(0.047)

0.053
(0.044)

1.467
(2.007)

−0.007
(0.040)

0.054
(0.035)

1.677
(2.053)

0.000
(0.043)

−0.009
(0.029)

−0.018
(0.013)

0.505
(0.520)

−0.013
(0.012)

0.017***
(0.007)

0.936*
(0.528)

−0.029**
(0.012)

−0.008
(0.008)

−0.016
(0.025)

2.278**
(1.099)

−0.005
(0.022)

0.025
(0.017)

1.311
(1.189)

−0.016
(0.022)

−0.005
(0.016)
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Parenting variables
Mother is supportive
Mother is strict
Mother’s knowledge of
respondent’s companions
when she is not home
How well kept is the interior
of the youth’s home?
Number of days per week
housework gets done
when it is supposed to?
Number of days per week
respondent eats dinner
with family?
Observations
R-squared

−0.037
(0.023)
0.005
(0.037)
0.036**
(0.018)

0.038
(1.023)
5.340***
(1.963)
1.358
(0.862)

0.000
(0.021)
−0.013
(0.038)
−0.049***
(0.018)

0.000
(0.013)
0.002
(0.030)
−0.005
(0.013)

−0.287
(0.886)
−0.143
(1.899)
1.541*
(0.803)

0.025
(0.021)
0.045
(0.039)
0.003
(0.019)

0.013
(0.013)
0.011
(0.028)
−0.028**
(0.012)

0.008
(0.023)
0.008
(0.011)

−0.260
(1.146)
−0.526
(0.520)

0.009
(0.023)
0.017
(0.011)

0.010
(0.016)
0.019***
(0.007)

1.121
(1.075)
0.815*
(0.490)

−0.014
(0.024)
0.000
(0.010)

−0.040**
(0.017)
−0.003
(0.008)

−0.010
(0.009)

0.459
(0.415)

−0.017**
(0.008)

0.000
(0.006)

0.167
(0.373)

−0.011
(0.008)

0.002
(0.006)

429
0.159

557
0.156

568
0.240

568
0.192

543
0.286

566
0.132

598
0.435
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Table A.5 (continued)
Black females
Enrolled in 4year college or
not enrolled,
Natural log of
High school
bachelor’s
hourly wage Weeks worked dropout/GED degree or more
Enrichment variables
In the past month, has your
home usually had a
computer?
In the past month, has your
home usually had a
dictionary?
In a typical week, did you
spend any time taking
extra classes or lessons?
Neighborhood variables
In a typical week, how
many days do you not
hear gunshots in your
neighborhood?
How well-kept are the
buildings on the street
where the youth lives?

ASVAB

Unmarried
with a child

Ever
incarcerated

0.028
(0.045)

2.060
(1.841)

−0.028
(0.032)

−0.030
(0.039)

2.630
(2.393)

−0.037
(0.045)

−0.002
(0.015)

0.020
(0.066)

6.963
(4.285)

−0.001
(0.084)

0.035
(0.052)

4.257
(3.768)

−0.125
(0.096)

−0.004
(0.045)

0.019
(0.045)

2.503
(1.820)

−0.054*
(0.032)

0.000
(0.035)

2.957
(2.076)

−0.014
(0.041)

0.001
(0.015)

0.001
(0.015)

−0.542
(0.569)

−0.002
(0.011)

0.020**
(0.008)

0.146
(0.799)

−0.019
(0.013)

0.011***
(0.004)

−0.022
(0.024)

−0.424
(1.094)

0.006
(0.020)

−0.002
(0.020)

0.338
(1.152)

0.003
(0.024)

0.001
(0.009)
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Parenting variables
Mother is supportive
Mother is strict
Mother’s knowledge of
respondent’s companions
when she is not home
How well kept is the interior
of the youth’s home?
Number of days per week
housework gets done
when it is supposed to?
Number of days per week
respondent eats dinner
with family?
Observations
R-squared

−0.011
(0.017)
−0.009
(0.040)
−0.019
(0.021)

−0.146
(0.772)
0.652
(1.740)
0.706
(0.862)

−0.017
(0.015)
0.008
(0.033)
−0.028*
(0.016)

−0.004
(0.013)
0.086***
(0.033)
0.002
(0.015)

−0.030
(0.767)
4.445**
(1.871)
1.019
(0.891)

−0.012
(0.018)
−0.057
(0.040)
−0.030
(0.020)

0.000
(0.008)
−0.022
(0.015)
−0.010
(0.008)

0.003
(0.028)
0.002
(0.010)

1.103
(1.211)
0.421
(0.453)

−0.019
(0.021)
−0.015*
(0.009)

0.044*
(0.023)
0.020***
(0.007)

2.832**
(1.373)
0.817*
(0.420)

−0.027
(0.026)
0.014
(0.010)

−0.009
(0.009)
−0.005
(0.005)

−0.005
(0.008)

−0.342
(0.359)

−0.006
(0.007)

−0.009
(0.007)

−0.244
(0.385)

−0.005
(0.008)

0.001
(0.002)

475
0.107

609
0.142

618
0.248

618
0.263

529
0.357

618
0.176

618
0.199

NOTE: Robust standard errors clustered by family are shown in parentheses. Regressions include respondents born between 1982–1984.
Variables measured in Round 8 of the NLSY97, from October 2004 to July 2005. Neighborhood, enrichment, and parenting variables are
the variables reported in Table 4.1. Control variables including respondent’s age at Round 8 interview, mother’s age when she had her
first child, whether mother is an immigrant, number of siblings in the respondent’s household at age 16, mother’s educational attainment,
mother’s hours worked, average family income at ages 14–15, and month of Round 8 interview. Missing data dummies were included for
all explanatory variables except for race/gender. Statistical significance is denoted: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, and *** p < 0.01.
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